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IN THE FACE OF ADVERSITY.

A LITTLE GIRL’S TRAGIC DEATH DEVASTATES HER FAMILY. WILL THEY EVER GET OVER LOSING HER AND FIND THE STRENGTH TO CARRY ON?
When twelve-year-old Billy’s eight-year-old sister is diagnosed with cancer, it shatters their happy and loving family. To see her suffer for months before a painful death tear’s them all apart. Billy’s father takes to drink, his mother has an affair and Billy is left to grieve on his own.


When Billy’s father he finds out about his wife’s infidelity he is heartbroken. He begs her to stay, but unrepentant she leaves him for her lover and asks Billy to come with her. But he opts to stay with his dad.


A year later having heard nothing from his mother, they receive a letter in post from her solicitor filing for divorce. The settlement forces them to sell the house and move into a bedsit, which Billy hates. He is now torn between his mother and father but it seems his mother is more interested in her partner than him.
After losing his job, Billy’s father hit’s rock bottom and again turns to drink. But then out of the blue he announces they are to move in with his mother again. Is this the truth, or is something more sinister going on?
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CHAPTER 1

It started at tea time, the day before, a Tuesday. Billy felt sick and had no appetite. He’d gone to bed early and found himself tossing and turning half the night in agony. And
he woke feeling so hot and sweaty his pyjamas stuck to him, despite the cool, late-September weather. It must have been that burger he’d eaten at the chippy during his lunch break. Well, never again. He fancied a day off school, but not if he constantly had the urge to throw up.
This was all he needed. Wasn’t his life bad enough? His little sister’s death had hit him hard and even now, six months later, every little crisis brought fear and panic. No one understood how such a catastrophic event might affect a twelve-year-old boy. He’d even lost interest in football, usually his favourite pastime.
As daylight approached, the curtains of his room were swished open, and, screwing up his eyes, he made out the outline of his father coming towards him.
‘Come on, Billy, time to get up,’ he said, shaking his arm.
‘Oh … no, Dad.’
‘Are you feeling any better now, son?’
‘A bit, I suppose –’
‘Good lad. Hurry up, or you’ll be late for school.’
Holding his stomach, he dragged his tall, thin body to the bathroom, shoulders bent like an old man. He pulled his fingers through his jet-black hair and sat on the side of the bath.
Ten minutes later he came downstairs into the kitchen to see his mother standing at the sink. Her thick, black hair was cut to her shoulders, her figure slim in a blue dress, but she was much shorter than his dad. In fact, Billy was now as tall as her.
Nervous about telling her he still felt ill, he flopped down at the table. If he tried to explain she’d give him one of her derisive disapproving looks, as if to say, I know what you’re up to.
‘Don’t you want any breakfast?’ his mum asked, eyeing him suspiciously as he sat there.
‘Yeah, I’ll get a bowl of cornflakes in a minute, Mum.’
His dad popped his head around the door. ‘I’m off to work now,’ he said, ruffling Billy’s hair, which he hated. After kissing his wife on the cheek, he left.
Billy stared at his bowl of cereal, wondering how on earth he’d eat it, aware of his mum’s questioning eyes. She was about to say something, but a knock at the back door prevented her. Billy guessed who it was even before she opened it – that Jane Simpson from over the road. And he was right. The sickly smile the woman gave him spoke volumes. She didn’t like him. Well, he wasn’t her biggest fan either, with her inch-thick make-up, tight jeans and jazzy, low-neck blouses.
‘Cooey, Maggie,
it’s only me. Just wondered if you fancied going on a shopping trip this morning?’
‘Love to. When do you want to go?’
‘Whenever you’re ready, dear.’ She raised an eyebrow and glanced in Billy’s direction.
‘If you’ve finished eating, isn’t it about time you went to school, Billy?’ his mum said, glaring. She moved her head to one side towards the door, which meant he’d had his marching orders.
‘But Mum …’ he protested. Why did he have to leave just because she’d arrived?
‘Do as your mother says, there’s a good boy,’ the Simpson woman said.
He dropped his spoon down hard into the bowl. Then scraped the legs of his chair on the tiled floor as he got up to fetch his school bag. Knowing the two women would be whispering and laughing conspiratorially, he rushed through the kitchen.
‘Bye, Mum!’ he shouted, shutting the door with a bang.
‘Yes, bye,’ came his mother’s reply.
On the way to the bus stop he booted every stone, bottle and can he stumbled across, unable to understand why his mum was friends with such a horrible woman. Why was she always around? And usually while his dad was out. After his sister Katie’s death his mum had stuck to Jane Simpson like glue. All right, so she’d lost a baby too, and a husband for some reason, but no wonder. Living close by, Jane had collected money from the neighbours for a wreath for Katie, and since become his mum’s closest friend. But she was forever putting her nose in where it didn’t concern her.
Dexford High was situated just outside Dexford, ten miles away from Birmingham. A small Black Country town, its centre contained many old Victorian buildings, enhanced by a new hypermarket right at its centre.
Once Billy reached school, the pain in his stomach eased. But by the middle of the morning, he got peckish. During break he devoured a bar of chocolate, but soon wished he hadn’t as halfway through the next lesson he threw up a lumpy-brown-cornflake mess all over his desk. On seeing his teacher, Mr McGill, approach, his face flushed and a sour taste came into his mouth; he retched again, and vomit spewed out onto the floor.
‘Sorry, sir,’ Billy said, wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his blazer.
‘Never mind, these things happen. All right, better get yourself home, lad.’ Then, addressing one of the pupils, he instructed: ‘Daniel, go to the office with Billy and explain what’s happened. Better ask them to get the caretaker to come up here to clean up this mess.’
Mrs Dawson, the school secretary, phoned his mum, but when there was no reply, she called his dad. And from the gist of the conversation he gathered arrangements had been made for a teacher to drive him home to Clifton Street.
Billy took off his coat and hung it on the banister, breathing in deeply with relief. His only worry now was what his mum might say when she got home, but he couldn’t help being ill.
Ever since Katie’s death, she’d been moody and tearful, taking her grief out on him. But why? It wasn’t his fault Katie had died. He’d seen everything his sister had endured, the vomiting and the agonising pain of her cancer treatment. So upsetting, especially when she lost her hair. Towards the end she was barely skin and bones. Didn’t he cry as much as anybody? He hurt too, but nobody considered his feelings. He had to deal with his grief on his own. Only his dad took any interest and talked to him, mainly about football – when he wasn’t at work, that was.
With his mum out shopping with Jane, he left his bag in the hall and climbed the stairs, wanting only to lie down and chill out. However, on reaching the landing, he noticed his parents’ bedroom door was closed. Standing stock-still he heard the faintest of noises coming from inside the room. His heart thumped against his chest and he realised he wasn’t alone at all. Oh no, he muttered to himself. He didn’t know what to say to his mum about why he’d been sent home. He knocked lightly on the door before entering.
‘Mum …’ He tentatively opened the door and was hardly able to believe the sight before him.
He gasped. No blankets were on the bed, just two grotesque naked bodies, lying side by side. His mum and Jane Simpson. Billy staggered back, stunned by the sight before him. His face burned. He needed to get out quickly.
They stopped, his mum’s eyes wide with embarrassment, and then the sniggering started. Simpson, of course. Perhaps this was what she wanted all along, Billy thought, as he placed a shaking arm across his face.
‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, coming in here unannounced?’ his mum screamed, getting off the bed and covering herself with a sheet.
After a few eerie seconds, Billy mumbled, ‘I … I’m not well … Was sick at school … They sent me home.’
‘Get out of here, you idiot!’
Billy’s whole body quivered. Tears rolled down his cheeks and he turned and ran. In the relative safety of his room, he dived under the bed covers, pulling the blankets over his face to blot out the picture of his mother with that woman.
Was this for real, or a nightmare? How could she? Remembering back to the day Katie died, his mum had walked around the house unable to stop crying. And at the funeral too, when she’d screamed so loudly, no one could calm her down. And now this.
He lay there sobbing, not daring to imagine what could happen next. Minutes later he heard the door squeak open. Through the sheets he could just make out her figure standing before him.
She tugged back the covers. Billy gasped, holding up his arms to stop what he thought would come next. She stared down at him, teeth clenched, bottom lip pulled back.
‘How dare you come into our bedroom, you stupid boy! Why do you think the damn door was closed? I’ve told you before, that room is out of bounds.’
She moved closer to him and he felt her hot breath on his face.
‘I didn’t know what else to do …’
‘You never do, do you? I’ve been through hell since Katie died. Jane’s the only person who’s helped me, when all your dad did was drown his sorrows in drink or go to work. We didn’t mean for this to happen, but Jane makes me feel alive again. Surely I deserve something after all the heartbreak I’ve had?’
‘Mum, how could you? And with another woman?’
‘Don’t you dare judge me. And if you tell your dad about this, you’ll live to regret it. You’ll destroy what’s left of our family. Want that on your conscience?’
Billy’s bottom lip quivered. The whole business turned his stomach. And how dare she use Katie as an excuse?
‘You keep your mouth shut, or else. You hear? I’m warning you.’ She wagged a menacing finger close to his face. ‘Not a word.’
How could he say anything? He wanted to tell his dad so badly, but if it split up the family, he daren’t.
His whole body trembled. He hated the person she’d turned into.
‘Good boy.’ Her brown eyes lit up. ‘Forget about what you saw and I promise you everything will be fine.’
‘All right, all right,’ he whimpered.
When she’d gone, he sank back down into his bed, closed his eyes, scared and unable to contemplate what the future might hold. Surely, she wouldn’t leave them for that awful woman? But the image of them went repeatedly around in his head. It was like trying to forget a bad dream.
Billy remained upstairs, mindful of needing to find a way to keep his family together. But first he had to face his father. If he didn’t pull himself together his body language would give the game away, and his dad would realise something was wrong.
Later when his dad came up to his room, he avoided looking him in the eye.
‘How are you, son?’ he asked, sitting down on the bed, tugging at his black and grey-flecked beard, as he did when anxious.
‘I’m okay, Dad, thanks.’ Billy smiled, but felt very uneasy.
‘Can’t imagine what you’ve been eating, son.’
Billy shrugged his shoulders.
‘Thank God it wasn’t anything serious. Couldn’t face any more stress, right now.’
Billy nodded, blinking rapidly to avoid tears.
‘I know it’s stupid, but as soon as I heard, I panicked. Thankfully your mum got home in time.’
‘Don’t be daft, Dad. It’s probably that burger I had for lunch.’
As his father hugged him tightly, Billy felt for him. If he found out about Simpson so soon after Katie, it would destroy him.




CHAPTER 2

On Friday a few weeks later, Billy came home from school, to find his dad soaping down the car. He waved and said, ‘How’s it going, son?’
‘Good, Dad. How come you’re back so early?’
‘Half-day holiday,’ he replied, his face alive with pleasure. ‘Thought this would save me a job for the weekend.’
‘Oh, right.’
‘Listen, how about a game of footy later?’
‘Sure, Dad, but aren’t we off to the pub with Mum? It’s Friday night, after all.’
‘Nah, she doesn’t want to go tonight. Said there’s a soppy film on the telly she wants to see.’
‘In that case, great,’ Billy said, giving him the thumbs-up.
A short time later his mum returned from work, a taut expression on her face. She flopped down on the sofa, and yawned, wanting everyone to know how tired she was. Billy stared at her as she
closed her eyes for a few seconds. She’d changed recently. No longer was she grief-stricken. In its place was a bitterness that demanded to know why this had happened to her. When she spotted him staring at her, she cut her eyes at him. But before she could say anything his dad walked in with their tea from the chippy.
He laid their portions on plates at the table and opened his own.
‘So how was your day, love?’ he asked, sitting down.
‘Hectic,’ she groaned, walking over and opening her bag of chips. ‘The favourite came in fourth in the big race at Doncaster. A no-hoper won, so we did just fine.’
Billy’s mum worked part-time in a betting shop, and always moaned about how hard she worked, giving little thought to what everyone else did for a living.
‘Don’t you always?’
‘Mostly we do. So how was your half-day off? Hope you put it to good use.’
He told her about cleaning the car and mowing the lawn.
‘That’s what I like to hear. I’d hate to see you sitting around doing nothing. Still taking this one for that game of football?’ she said, nodding at Billy.
‘Sure, as long as you don’t mind.’
‘Course not. I’m shattered. Just want to put my feet up and watch Cry Freedom on TV. You enjoy yourselves.’
Although she’d had plenty to say for herself she now had more interest in the food in front of her than anyone else.
They ate the rest of their chips in silence. All Billy wanted was to get outside with his dad. He recalled one Friday night about a year ago when his dad had arranged a domino evening with his workmates; his mum played merry hell, saying Friday nights were the family’s night out. Now it seemed she had other ideas.
Because his dad worked such long hours, they rarely went anywhere together, so Billy intended making the most of it. He’d been the best dad in the world until Katie’s death, but since then he often drank too much. Billy supposed this was his way of coping with his loss.
‘OK, son, when you’re ready, we’ll be off.’
The heat of the day was stifling as they walked to the Pig and Whistle football pitch, as it was known locally. The grassed area of reclaimed land had once been a colliery; now it boasted goal posts, and away from the pitch stood a climbing frame and children’s swings.
His dad was already sweating. Billy took off his jumper.
‘Your mum seems more settled lately, don’t you think?’ he said, putting an arm around Billy’s shoulder. ‘It’s been hard for everyone these past few months. None of us will ever get over losing Katie, but I reckon at last your mum is finally learning to live with it.’
Billy sighed, remembering his sister’s death. But why his mum was doing that
with another woman, he found hard to fathom. It would be bad enough if it were a man. But with a woman it was gross. All he wanted was for life to return to something resembling normality.
They walked on to the empty pitch; his dad volunteered to go in goal. Billy pretended to be a famous football player, dribbling and shooting the ball, trying to get it into the net. Sometimes he scored but other times his dad made a flashy save, making him laugh. Then they changed around, his dad striving to score, forcing Billy to dive to save it. He loved spending time with his father like this, despite getting his clothes dirty.
After a while his dad got out of breath. Sweat poured down the sides of his face and seeped into his beard. He bent over, holding a hand up in protest.
‘It’s no good, son, I can’t carry on any longer. I’m getting too old for this, or I’m out of practice.’ He rubbed his son’s hair affectionately.
Billy laughed, certain it was a bit of both.
‘Time to go. Need a shower, and we’d better get out of these dirty clothes.’
Billy was heartbroken, and his father said, ‘Look, we can come again, can’t we? Perhaps next weekend, if I’m not working.’ He placed an arm around his son’s shoulders, but Billy shook him off. He’d heard this before, always too busy, and something usually came up to spoil it for them.
As they turned into Clifton Street, he saw an unknown car parked at the end of the road in front of the house, its boot open. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as he saw his mother coming out of their house with a suitcase, which she struggled to get into the boot. Straight away he stopped dead in his tracks. His father followed Billy’s gaze.
They glanced at each other, lost for words. But when a female carrying a bag came out, Billy instinctively knew it was the Simpson woman. The colour drained from his dad’s face as he shouted, ‘Hey, what are you doing over there?’
No one appeared to hear him.
‘What’s going on, Billy?’
Remembering the scene in the bedroom, Billy stammered, ‘I don’t know, Dad.’
Jane Simpson tapped his mum on the shoulder, alerting her to their return. The two women hurried back inside.
‘Well, we’d better find out, hadn’t we? Come on,’ he shouted, rushing forward.
His dad entered the house first, pushing the front door back so hard it slammed against the wall. Billy rushed in and stood by his father’s side. The women were on the landing, carrying yet more bags.
‘And what the hell are you up to, Maggie?’
‘I’m leaving you,’ was her answer.
‘You what! Why? You’re going nowhere. You were going to sneak off while I was out with Billy. What kind of person does that? To desert your family? For what? Don’t tell me it’s for her.’
‘You shouldn’t have come back early, Thomas. Well, that’s bad luck, you’d have found out sooner or later anyway.’ She stared straight at him.
‘Too right I would. What were you going to do? Leave me a pathetic note? Haven’t got the guts to tell me, have you? Unbelievable. And here’s me thinking you were on the mend.’ Thomas’s face registered total disgust.
‘I told you a long time ago, I’m attracted to women and men.’
‘Yeah, but that was before Billy was born. You’ve never mentioned it since.’
‘I’ve always been like it
and the more I fight it, the worse it gets. It broke my heart to lose Katie and even though I love Billy to bits,’ she smiled at him, ‘I can’t live a lie any longer. It would have been better if we hadn’t married or had children. But at least now I’m able to come to terms with who I am.’
On hearing all this Billy felt sick, understanding only too well what his mother had said.
‘I don’t believe you. This is all to do with losing our Katie, isn’t it?’
‘No, it’s you, Thomas. Always has been. You got me pregnant with Billy, so we had to get married. Then again, three years later, when I had Katie. Well, your devious scheming won’t work any longer.’ She wiped tears from her eyes, looked at Jane waiting on the stairs before continuing, ‘And where were you when Katie was ill? I had all the worry. As soon as you got back from work you were off down the pub. Have you any idea what that did to me? To have all that on my own. Jane got me through this. Not you. She’s made me feel wanted again. And you wonder why I want to leave.’
‘What? You can’t. Somebody had to go to work, especially when you left your job to care for Katie. And now you’re prepared to give up everything for that woman. What about our son? You seem to have forgotten about him. You were about to walk out on him too.’
She turned to face Billy. ‘I’m so sorry about this. I haven’t forgotten you, as your father says. I’d planned to ring later, to ask you to come and live with us, but I suppose you’d rather be with him …’
The question went unanswered. Billy wanted to scream. Why couldn’t they be one big happy family again? Now, just when he was beginning to cope with Katie’s passing, his mum and dad were splitting up. Nobody cared about him.
‘Dad, what are we going to do?’ he said tearfully, biting down on his bottom lip. ‘You’ve got to stop her.’
‘What do you think I’m trying to do? Don’t worry, she won’t go. I’ll talk her round.’
Billy couldn’t help feeling his dad was living on another planet if he thought that. This was all down to that Simpson woman. She’d wheedled her way into his mum’s life at a vulnerable time after Katie’s death.
Jane Simpson came down the stairs, pulling his mum by the hand. His dad stood in their way at the bottom, his face like thunder, looking as if he wouldn’t let her leave without a fight. The women stopped a few feet from him.
‘Move, Thomas.’ She always used his full name when they were arguing or had fallen out.
‘I won’t let you go – you’re married to me, this is your home … our home.’ Sweat beaded on his father’s brow. ‘You’re just being silly. We can sort this out. If you won’t stay for me, stay for our son.’
‘Don’t bring him into this. This is between me and you. You may as well know, Jane and I have somewhere to live. It’s not much, but it’s away from you, and that’s all that matters.’ She moved down a step closer, calling his bluff.
‘You’re not going anywhere,’ his dad said, standing firm.
The Simpson woman sighed, shaking her head. ‘For God’s sake, do us a favour and shift.’
‘Yes. Don’t make this any harder than it already is, Thomas,’ Maggie said, trying to push him out of the way.
He remained still. ‘I don’t care, you’re not seeing things as they really are.’
‘Oh, but I am. It’s you that won’t accept the truth. Please, Thomas, this won’t get you anywhere. You’re just delaying the inevitable.’
Billy’s world crumbled before his eyes.
As his father moved out of the way, he said, ‘You’re making the biggest mistake of your life.’
It was over. Billy’s family would never be the same again. No point in pleading with her to stay, her mind was made up.
In
reply to her husband’s fury, she said, ‘Maybe I am, but it’s my decision.’ She walked past him, Simpson close behind.
‘Well, go then, but when she finds herself another girlfriend, don’t come running back here.’
The statement hit the mark. She turned to her son and with her eyes wide and brimming full of tears, said, ‘Won’t you come with us?’
Billy felt betrayed and looked away. From the footpath he watched them put the rest of the luggage in the boot. And as they got in the car, Billy’s dad made a last-ditch attempt to ask her to stay. But she ignored his pleas. Now, standing by his father in silent disbelief, Billy watched the car drive off into the distance.
Heads down, they went back inside to the kitchen-diner, the room formerly considered the hub of the house. A small breakfast bar jutted out where a dividing wall had been, behind which stood a circular dining table and four chairs. He remembered happy times there, playing games with Katie before she became ill.
Thomas slumped down onto a seat in the far corner and Billy sat opposite.
Not knowing what to do or say, he felt butterflies churning in his stomach. After a while his dad got up, his face red, his fists bunched up. He kicked the dining table in front of him, sending the fruit bowl and its contents flying all over the carpet.
‘Why did she have to do this?’ he shouted, paying no attention to the broken glass and fruit on the floor.
Billy didn’t answer, and rushed over to the sink unit for the dustpan and brush to sweep up the bits and pick up the fruit.
‘I always did my best for you and your mum, despite what she said. And this is the thanks I get. How could she leave me for ... for another woman? It’s not decent!’ he raged.
‘What will we do?’
‘How the hell do I know? Perhaps she’ll come home. Eventually!’ he snapped. ‘Sorry, son, I didn’t mean to bite your head off.’ Tears came into his eyes as he leaned down to hug Billy.
‘Will she change her mind, Dad?’
‘Possibly, once she’s calmed down and realised her mistake. Perhaps it’s my fault; I should have helped more, but …’
Billy turned away, having seen his giant of a father reduced to tears. His large shoulders sagged, his short, black hair was bedraggled and his deep-blue eyes red and blotchy. But it was impossible to say who was to blame. Maybe his dad should have been at home more, but he had to earn a living. And he hadn’t broken up the marriage by having an affair; that was down to Billy’s mum. And they’d all suffered because of Katie’s cancer.
Now, sitting opposite his father once more, he saw pain and sadness etched on his face. Billy wondered why this had happened so soon after Katie’s death. Neither of them deserved this.
Later in bed, he felt in a quandary, having known a few weeks ago about the Simpson woman and his mum. Maybe he should have told him. But judging by his behaviour today, he wouldn’t have believed it anyway. And the outcome would have been the same.
These thoughts coming into Billy’s mind caused him to suffer a restless night. Each time he dropped off, visions of his mum and that Simpson woman kissing each other and laughing appeared. On one occasion he cried out, waking up to find the bed wet with sweat. Opening his eyes, he saw his dad standing before him with his hair sticking up and red swollen eyes. In any other situation his appearance might have been comical.
‘Billy, it’s all right. I’m here,’ he whispered. ‘You were just having a bad dream.’
Billy didn’t answer, frightened of what might happen to them. If his dad couldn’t cope and Billy was forced to go to his mum, she may not want him after he’d chosen to stay with his dad. And he dreaded living in the same house as that Simpson woman. How would he survive on his own? These gloomy thoughts were interrupted when his father said, ‘Don’t worry, Billy. Even though your mum’s not here, things won’t change much. I’ll be your mum and dad rolled into one. It might be fun, just you and me. We can do as we like, and no one will nag us.’
Realising that his dad was trying to be positive, Billy smiled.
Thank God it’s Saturday, Billy thought when he woke up the next morning. After yesterday life could only get better. Perhaps by Monday, when he was due to return to school, his dad would be okay with the situation. However, as the day wore on, his dad looked pale and seemed edgy. He kept staring at the phone, almost willing it to ring. And he frequently got up to look through the living-room window. Did he really expect Billy’s mum to come back?
Then, during the evening, he suddenly stood up. ‘Can’t take any more of this. I need to get out. It’s driving me nuts in here. Let’s take a trip down the pub. I need a drink to steady my nerves.’
Billy’s stomach flipped. Oh no. What if his dad drank too much again, and someone upset him? It had happened before; his father had a short fuse after a few drinks. Billy had been playing with a boy from the next table, when the boy caught his drink with his elbow and spilt his Coke all down Billy’s top. The boy’s father laughed it off, but Billy’s dad went mad. He hit the man in the face and a fight ensued. Both Billy’s family and the other boy’s family were thrown out. How embarrassing, Billy had thought. Well, if he did that tonight it would only add insult to injury, and make him feel a right fool in the morning.
During the walk to the Hare and Hounds his dad became more talkative, and seemed happier once they were sitting in the pub’s children’s room. But he was determined to drink one pint after another. At some stage tonight all hell would break loose. Luckily, however, perhaps because they were in the children’s room and not the public bar, the evening passed without a hitch.
Now, walking back home, he realised his father had had one drink too many when he draped an arm around Billy’s shoulder and started to hum quietly.
‘Not a bad night after all, son. Even if I do say so myself.’
‘Brilliant, Dad.’
‘I don’t miss your mum as much as I thought I would.’
‘Me neither.’
‘Had my doubts earlier on, but things could be a lot worse. I’ve still got you, and that’ll more than help me get through the day,’ he said, laughing.
‘Hope so,’ Billy agreed, wondering if this was the beer talking. Once he sobered up, he’d be miserable again.
After a quick wash he went straight to bed, and he’d almost dropped off when his dad came into his room, and with him a strong smell of whisky.
‘We’ll be fine, me and you, so don’t you worry. You sleep well now, eh?’ He stooped down, kissing his son on the forehead.
Billy smiled. From his father’s bloodshot eyes and unsteady gait, he was anything but ‘all right’. In fact, Billy had never felt so insecure in his life.




CHAPTER 3

Over a year had passed since his mum’s departure. Looking back, the time had gone quickly. His dad had been wrong about believing she’d return. They’d neither seen nor heard anything of her. Billy was hurt. No present or card came at Christmas, or on his birthday. And she hadn’t written or phoned either, as she’d promised. His father talked about her constantly, making excuses for her, assuming she’d come home once she felt better. Billy didn’t agree: he knew better. Yet he missed her, though he hated to admit it.
<><><>
It was cold for early November and winter was on the way. Billy had just got back from school. He opened the door and went in. On the hall mat lay half a dozen letters. Picking them up, he walked to the kitchen and placed them on top of the bread bin. After pouring himself an orange juice, he sat down at the far end of the room and switched on the television. Even now, at this time of the day he still missed his mum; she’d always been there for him when he came home.
After tea Billy remembered the letters and passed them to his father, who put them on the table unopened. From the logo on the envelopes he could tell a couple were gas and electricity bills. With raised eyebrows his dad tore open one marked Confidential and unfolded it.
The colour drained from his face, the paper shaking in his trembling hand. Finally, he balled up the letter and threw it against the wall.
Tentatively Billy asked, ‘Is everything all right, Dad?’
‘Not really. It’s from your mum’s solicitor. She wants a divorce. “Due to irreconcilable differences”, it says. That Jane Simpson is twisting her mind and there’s nothing I can do.’ He hit the table with the palm of his hand.
‘Oh, no.’
‘I was so sure she’d come back … Seems I got that wrong.’
‘Sorry, Dad,’ Billy said, unable to look him in the eye.
‘What do I do? I don’t want a divorce; I want her back. But if I say no, it’ll only prolong the agony. And there’s you to consider. I’d like you to stay with me, but if your mum demands custody, I might lose you.’ His father scratched the back of his head, drumming the fingers of his other hand on the table.
‘Please don’t make me live with Mum and that woman, I want to stay with you.’ Billy’s heart began to beat ten to the dozen.
‘I bet she won’t ask for custody. After all, she hasn’t bothered to get in touch, and she even forgot your thirteenth birthday. If I give her what she wants, perhaps she’ll let me keep you. If I fight it, she might take you out of spite.’ His face was now grey.
Over the past few months the change in his father had been dramatic; he’d put on weight, looked older, and never laughed any more.
After that first letter from the solicitor they spoke little about the divorce, or anything else, but it must have been on his mind. He lived his life on autopilot; something was missing that even Billy couldn’t put right.
<><><>
One Sunday afternoon, four weeks later, his dad suddenly looked up at him for a few seconds with a grave expression on his face. ‘Need to talk to you, son.’
Billy’s breathing stopped momentarily; he was expecting the worst.
‘Er … as from tomorrow, your mother and I will be officially divorced.’
Billy didn’t answer, the tension tightening his chest as he waited for his father’s next words.
‘It’s for the best. Don’t worry, you’ll be staying with me. Your mum didn’t even contest that. But I have to sell the house in order to give your mother her share of the settlement.’
‘Oh no, Dad. I like it here, and what about all my friends?’ Billy said, rubbing his eyes, trying hard not to cry.
‘I don’t think it’s the worst idea. We’ve been through a lot of ups and downs, especially recently. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a fresh start, away from this house? I’d try to find a place not too far away, so you can stay at the same school with your friends.’
Billy’s main concern was to be with his dad, so things could have been a lot worse. But he worried about his dad because wherever they ended up there’d be bills to pay. With his father ‘popping out’ almost every night for a pint, or more, would his wage cover all their other living costs? Maybe he didn’t care any more.
Two days later Billy came home from school to see a For Sale sign standing at the edge of the garden. Oh no, he thought, dreading yet another change to his life. Over the ensuing weeks his father became edgy and quiet most of the time. As if he didn’t want to move. However, they had no choice but to sell.
<><><>
One Friday afternoon in mid-December, his dad got a phone call. Billy tried to make sense of the one-sided conversation. But when he put the phone down, everything became clear.
‘Thank God for that.’
‘Thank God for what, Dad?’
‘The house is sold. I let it go for less than I wanted, but at least now we can make a fresh start.’
He looked pleased with himself. But deep down he must have been heartbroken, and Billy feared he’d suffer as a result.
Not wanting to put a downer on his father’s mood, he asked, ‘So where are we moving to?’
‘Nothing like this, son,’ he replied, ‘but I’ve got somewhere in mind.’
In his mind’s eye he saw them in an old run-down house nobody else wanted. He had wanted to forgive his mum at first, but now, with his future so uncertain, that was impossible.
<><><>
On the day of the move in early January, they were up bright and early to a mild but cloudy morning, having packed the last few bits and pieces the night before. Billy had agreed, under duress, to go to school, and put his uniform on in readiness while his father sorted things at the new house. He’d hoped for a day off, but his dad insisted he’d be better off out of the upheaval.
He watched in horror as their belongings were taken into the removal van, having never dreamt this would happen. At one time it had been such a happy home. Now, having cleared the house, his father stood with Billy, watching the removal men secure the tailgate, ready to drive away.
‘Well, this it, Billy.’
Billy couldn’t answer, for fear he might break down and cry; instead he nodded.
Taking in his son’s mood, his dad said, ‘Buck up, we had lots of good times here, but we’ll be happy again somewhere else, you’ll see.’
He still didn’t comment; deep down he felt dispirited. His father tried to look on the bright side, but it was hard to see where they would go from here. Hadn’t the past year proved that? He’d been wrong about his mum returning, and before that overly optimistic about Katie’s illness, believing she’d pull through.
Before getting into the car they took one last look at their semi and the cul-de-sac that overlooked the canal behind the houses. Billy’s dad didn’t start the engine at once, he just sat staring straight ahead. Billy tried to imagine what he was going through. Although his father was physically strong, emotionally he was weak and found it hard to deal with problems.
‘What’s the new place like, Dad?’
He hesitated before turning to face him. ‘Sorry … there’s no easy way to tell you this, son.’
‘What now?’ Billy mumbled, closing his eyes.
‘It fell through. The people whose house we were buying changed their minds at the last minute. And I couldn’t face starting all over again, so I carried on with the sale. Our things are going into storage until we find somewhere else. And for now, a friend of mine from work has offered to let us stay with him. It’s not too far away: Inkerman Street, the other side of Dexford.’
‘Will I have my own room?’
‘No, you’ll have to kip down on the settee, I’m afraid.’
Billy didn’t want to sleep on a strange bloke’s settee.
His father said, ‘We’ll be happy again, son. I promise.’
Dossing down in a friend’s house wasn’t his idea of fun. ‘Is this a joke, Dad?’
‘No, I’m sorry, but it’s not for long … Only a few days. I’ve got to be careful here or we won’t get a decent place to live. I’m going into work today as well, so I want you to come to the garage after school and sit in the car until I finish.’
At half past three,
Billy sauntered out of school, never having met this so-called workmate of his father’s. His mind was filled with dismay, wondering how the next few days would pan out. As usual his dad tried to sound upbeat, thought Billy, but he must be heartbroken.
When Billy arrived at the garage, one of the mechanics acknowledged him with a thumbs-up and pointed to the back of the building where his father worked.
‘Hi, Dad. Have you got your car keys?’
‘Hello, son, all right, are you? They’re in my jacket.’ He indicated with a nod of his head four lockers in the corner of the room.
‘Got them. I’m fine. I’ll get in the car then. The teacher’s given me maths homework, so I’ll do that while I’m waiting.’
‘That’s the spirit. When I’ve finished here, we’ll go for a bite to eat. How’s that sound?’
‘Fine with me,’ came Billy’s reply, knowing that he meant in the Ward Arms pub, where his father would drink as well. One would lead to another, and heaven knows when they’d leave.
He waited for ages, having finished and meticulously checked his homework. Both the maths and science teachers pushed him to do well. Seeing the struggle his father had making ends meet made him determined to do well at school.
He sat back waiting, guessing his dad would try to delay things. The longer it continued, not knowing where they’d live, the more worried he’d get. It crossed his mind that staying with Dave, his mate from work, was pure fantasy, and that maybe Dave didn’t exist. Why was it so hard to find them somewhere to live?
At last his father approached. He looked exhausted. They should have stopped in their old home and told his mum to wait for her share of the money.
Later in the pub Billy had had enough of sitting around hearing his dad and his cronies putting the world to rights, and yawned. He was tired.
‘All right, I can see you’re getting fed up. Come on, let’s find out what my mate has to offer.’
After leaving the pub, his father drove them the short distance to Inkerman Street. Billy wished they’d walked, since his dad was ‘under the influence’.
‘I’ll park the car here, son. Dave lives halfway up the hill on this side, number twenty-two.’ He nodded to the right. The street comprised terraced houses on both sides, all without front gardens. They got out and crossed over the road. As they neared the property, however, it became clear the house wasn’t just shabby like the rest, but in total disrepair, with one of the upstairs windows boarded up. Billy imagined the inside to be rough and dirty. ‘I know it’s not perfect, but it’ll be warm and dry and it’s only for a night or two.’
He banged the door knocker twice before there was any response. A faint light shone through the cracked glass, outlining the shadow of a large figure coming towards them. An unshaven, heavily built man appeared and from the hallway came a pungent stench. Billy presumed this man was Dave. His dark blue eyes widened with embarrassment on realising who they were.
‘Tom!’ he said, and a nervous smile quickly formed on his face.
‘Dave, my man. Here we are, as I promised.’
‘Yeah, I can see that, mate. Don’t like to tell you this … but the wife says you can’t stay. Sorry, but she’s threatened to walk out if I …’
‘Come on, Dave, I was relying on you. Now what’ll me and the lad do? We’ve got nowhere else to go.’
‘You’ll have to find somewhere, mate. Sorry … it’s not me … it’s the missus,’ and with that he slammed the door shut in their faces.
Billy looked at his dad anxiously. What would they do now?
‘Dad, I don’t like this.’ He grabbed hold of his dad’s sleeve.
‘Me neither. We’ll find a place. Don’t worry.’
After his dad had been driving around for ages, Billy wondered what he was doing. In the end, he said, ‘Sorry about this, son, I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough. I think we’ll have to sleep in the car tonight.’
‘Dad, we can’t,’ Billy groaned.
‘I’m doing the best I can. It’s not my fault those people pulled out, or that Dave won’t stand up to his wife.’ A slight smile appeared on his face. ‘But it was a bit of a dive, that house … and the smell.’
Billy felt sorry for him; he’d made a mess of things, but to be fair the last twelve months hadn’t been easy for him. And this was better than living with his selfish mum and Simpson. He said, ‘Okay, we’ll sleep in the car for tonight, I don’t mind … Honestly, dad.’
Out of Dexford he drove into open countryside, devoid of street lighting, that only exaggerated the dire position they were in. After travelling for fifteen minutes, his father took the turning for Loxley and veered off the road onto a dirt track. He brought the car to a halt slap bang in front of a canal vent, known locally as a ‘pepper pot’. The whole area had dense undergrowth and overhanging trees. No sooner had the car stopped than his dad stretched, yawned and got out, saying, ‘I’ll get us two blankets out of the boot.’
Billy lay down on the back seat, while his dad tilted the front passenger seat back as far as it would go to create a makeshift bed. In the complete darkness they both fell asleep quickly.
Billy woke early in the morning and for a split second wondered where he was. But his memory of the last twenty-four hours returned with a vengeance. He shivered; the car windows were steamed up and he was alone. Straight away he panicked. As he wiped the condensation from the window, he saw the sad figure of his father approaching. His stooped back and unkempt appearance said it all – he’d got the whole world on his shoulders.
‘God, what a night. Didn’t sleep a wink. How about you?’ he said, opening the car door.
‘I did a bit, Dad. But it’s not like being at home.’ But as soon as he’d uttered his last sentence, Billy realised it was the wrong thing to say.
‘It’ll be different tonight. We’ll have a nice warm bed to sleep in, I promise,’ he said. ‘Anyway, we’d better get back to Dexford. I’ve got work and you’ve got school.’
Billy closed his eyes and sighed. The prospect of school didn’t fill him with enthusiasm. His mind wouldn’t be on schoolwork, not when he had no idea where he’d be staying that night.
In Dexford, they found a public convenience to use as a bathroom.
‘Tell you what, son, just have a cat-lick for now and later, when I find us somewhere to stay we’ll have a proper shower.’
Billy shrugged his shoulders in agreement.
The day dragged, he felt depressed, with his future so uncertain. But at the end of school, walking up to the gates, he was surprised to see his dad waiting, grinning like a hyena, pleased about something. But after recent events Billy didn’t intend raising his hopes.
‘I’ve found us somewhere. Come on, let’s get in the car and I’ll tell you all about it.’
‘Thank God, I couldn’t have stood another night sleeping –’
‘Me neither. It isn’t the Ritz, but I’ve been to see it and it’s not too bad. It’ll tide us over until we find a proper place of our own. Anyway, I’ve got to go back to work. You’ll have to come with me. Maybe you could do your homework in the office. Okay?’
‘Yes, that’s fine, Dad.’
So, after finishing at six o’clock, they drove over to their new digs in the older part of Dexford. But when his father stopped halfway down the street, he couldn’t help questioning where its name had stemmed from. ‘Cherry Orchard Grove’ hardly described the sight before him. In fact, it was barely a step up from Inkerman Street. On either side the old grey terraced houses did nothing to heighten his mood. Each house had a small garden of two square metres fronted by a brick wall, which in most cases had seen better days.
‘Okay, son, perhaps we’ll have more luck tonight than we did last night.’
Billy didn’t answer.
His father walked off, stopping outside number thirty-one for a few seconds, then, taking the few steps to the front door, he rang the bell.
After the dump in Inkerman Street, Billy took in his surroundings, noticing the door had been painted bright blue. On the few slabs between the wall and bay window stood two planters displaying dried-up plants surrounded by thriving weeds.
Billy didn’t kid himself. This was just a cheap bed-sit to tide them over until his dad found them a new home. If that was at all possible.




CHAPTER 4

The door opened almost at once, and an old, short, plump woman stood there to greet them, revealing yellowing teeth. With heavy make-up and a blue bow over the top of her curly white hair, she cut a slightly ridiculous figure. ‘Mr Price and son, I presume,’ she said.
For once his dad seemed lost for words, and nodded.
‘I’m Mrs Dyson. Please come in, I’ll show you to your room.’
The front door closed behind him, and Billy followed his dad inside. Mrs Dyson showed them upstairs. Everywhere seemed clean but
shabby, the yellowing doors needing a coat of paint. When she unlocked the door, they saw the decor was much the same. Along one wall sat tatty, white, built-in wardrobes, and opposite stood a large double bed. The bedside table had matching lace covers, which needed ironing. But the overriding feature was the stale, damp smell; it was stomach-churning.
‘The bathroom is two doors down, breakfast is at seven, dinner at six. And if you go out, be back by eleven or you’ll be locked out. Oh, and there’s a washing machine and iron in the kitchen if you need it.’ She paused for a second and continued, ‘And as you know, it’s two weeks’ rent in advance please, Mr Price, as we agreed on the phone.’
He got the notes out of his trouser pocket and placed them in her outstretched hand. She licked her fingers and counted them out carefully. The price she charged for a room of this calibre was extortionate.
But what choice did they have?
‘We’ll get our things, love,’ Billy’s dad told her.
‘No problem, Mr Price.’ The woman smiled, handing him the key. ‘Hope you have a pleasant stay.’
When she’d gone, they looked at each other. Billy’s dad said, ‘What an old dragon.’
‘God, Dad, did you see her teeth? And her breath reeks.’
‘I’m guessing she’s a heavy smoker, son,’ he said with a glint in his eye.
He didn’t reply, just smiled at his dad’s last comment before asking, ‘We don’t have to stay here long, do we, Dad?’
‘Only until we find a place we like, which could be difficult because of our money situation. We have to pay rent for this, and for keeping our things in storage. I won’t leave until we’ve found somewhere decent, but it’s not easy. If we’re not careful, we’ll end up in the wrong house or flat and be stuck there. Can you stand it here for a while?’
‘Well, we haven’t got much choice. But I guess anything’s better than sleeping in the car.’
‘See how it goes, shall we, son?’
‘I suppose …’ he agreed.
At one point in his life he’d longed to spend time with his dad, but now
he wished it was anywhere but here.
His father brought their suitcases upstairs and they unpacked their clothes into the dusty wardrobes, causing his father to say, ‘Best hang up what we need, and leave everything else in the case.’
‘Yeah, okay,’ Billy said, sitting on the bed. This place was the pits. The carpet was threadbare, the wallpaper so old it was difficult to distinguish the pattern, and grubby nets hung in the window. Then his eyes rested on the empty curtain track above him. But his thoughts were interrupted by the landlady’s ‘Dinner’s ready!’ call and his dad’s yell: ‘Coming!’
They smiled at each other; Billy guessed that if dinner was anything like Mrs Dyson or her establishment, it would be gross.
Downstairs she informed them they were the only guests for dinner; the others – a middle-aged man named Arthur, and a young woman in her twenties called Sarah, were out. She had them to herself.
Roast beef with peas and potatoes was dinner: edible, but nothing like his mum’s cooking, or his dad’s attempts either, but better than being hungry.
‘Delicious, Mrs Dyson.’
‘That’s nice of you to say, Mr Price. How about you, young man? Did you like it? Was it as good as your mum makes?’ she asked, her eyes widening.
He looked at his father, who winked slyly, and replied, ‘Yeah, great.’
‘Glad to hear it. I’ve always said the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, and in all the years I’ve been doing this I’ve never had any complaints.’
‘Yes, thanks for everything, Mrs Dyson,’ Billy’s dad said, looking ill at ease. ‘Now, we’d like to go to upstairs. It’s been a long day.’ He yawned and stretched before getting to his feet.
‘Of course, I’ll not keep you any longer. If I don’t see you before, sleep well, and remember breakfast is seven o’clock sharp.’
‘Right, we won’t forget, will we, Billy?’
Back in the safety of their room, they laughed over their weird landlady, so strange and strict with her rules and regulations.
‘She’s an oddball. Don’t you think, Dad?’
‘She is that. Best keep out of her way if we can, eh?’
‘I’m sure she fancies you.’
‘God, I hope not, son.’ But Billy burst out laughing, and his father gave him a playful slap that messed up his hair.
For the biggest part of the evening Billy did his homework whilst his dad scanned the ads columns of the local newspaper for places to live. There had already been so many recent twists and turns in his life that he tried not to ponder about where they would end up.
Later, both lying in the big double bed, it seemed neither could sleep. Although the sheets were clean, they had a strange disinfectant-like smell. Billy wondered what the odd woman had washed them in. And the mattress was hard. Again and again he turned over to get comfortable, but couldn’t get to sleep.
How things had changed, so quickly since his parent’s divorce! He loved his dad to bits, but it wasn’t much fun living like this.
‘You all right, son?’
‘Can’t sleep.’
‘Me, neither. Billy, I’m really sorry. I mean about this awful place. I feel bad putting you through this. You deserve better. I’ll do my best to make it up to you, I promise. I don’t know when, but I will.’
‘Did I do anything wrong? Is that why mum left?’
In the darkness Billy just about saw his dad shake his head. ‘Of course not. That’s rubbish. Whatever made your mum do what she did has nothing to do with you. It’s because of Katie’s death; she can’t handle it. One day she’ll get better and when she does, she’ll come back to us. But meantime I’ll do my best for you. Let’s try to make the most of it, eh?’ He moved across to squeeze his son’s shoulder.
At least Dad cares, Billy thought, not like my selfish mother.
<><><>
As time passed, Billy tried not to feel down – after all, he still had his mates. But what they’d think of the bedsit he dreaded to imagine, no way would he ask them round to this dump. And while he enjoyed spending time with his dad, he didn’t appear to have made any headway with finding them a permanent home. Although he said he was actively looking for alternative accommodation, lately there were never any property details, or even a local newspaper, to be seen. Were they destined to be forced to stay in Mrs Dyson’s grotty bed-sit forever?
One Friday afternoon three weeks later, with the prospect of spending another weekend in the cold, damp bedsit, Billy’s mood dipped appreciably. The decrepit room did nothing to raise his spirits. When he arrived at the garage, a colleague told him, ‘Tom’s not here at the moment, he’ll be back shortly’. He didn’t appear until an hour later and gave no explanation.
Later, travelling together, Billy guessed something had bugged him as he was so quiet; perhaps he felt the same about spending the weekend here. The guests were a rum lot too, with their haughty ways, looking down at him and his father. Mealtimes were an ordeal, but they’d paid for the food and had to eat, and had no choice but to face them.
Now back at their digs Billy sat on the bed, book in hand, watching his dad who, after staring into space, got up, went to his coat hanging on the door and took out a whisky bottle from the inside jacket pocket. Twisting the top, he broke the seal and held the bottle to his mouth, taking a long swig.
Why had he drunk whisky, when he normally enjoyed a pint of beer? Only at Christmas time did he drink spirits – and then not from the bottle.
Almost as if the spell had been broken, he laughed. ‘What are you looking so worried about? Me having a drink? Well, don’t be. A couple of drinks never hurt anyone, and it makes you feel a whole lot better too. Besides, I deserve one after the day I’ve had.’ He dried his mouth with the back of his hand.
‘What now, Dad?’ Billy asked, unable to comprehend what he meant.
‘Had an argument at work, that’s all.’ He held the bottle to his lips, took another quaff, and said, ‘Somebody got what he deserved.’
‘Who?’
‘Dave, that’s who. Lecturing me when it was his fault in the first place, letting us down like that. I taught him a lesson, well and good – after what he did. Trouble is the gaffer took Dave’s part, the bastard. Sacked me on the spot, and bloody Dave got off with a warning. Can you believe that?’
‘Oh no, Dad,’ Billy said. Just when he thought things couldn’t get worse, they did.
‘Don’t worry. I’ll get another job, no problem. Lots of places need someone like me.’
But did they? A lot of the mechanics working in local garages knew each other. If his dad’s reputation preceded him, he’d have difficulty getting anyone to take on what they’d see as a hothead. Billy
watched him have yet another drink, not knowing what to do.
He must have been drinking in the pub during the afternoon and the weird I-couldn’t-care-less grin on his face was the booze talking.
‘What’s so funny, Dad?’
‘Nothing much,’ he sniggered. ‘Except tonight’s the night I’ll tell somebody a few home truths. That dragon Mrs Dyson for a start, with her stinking room and her shitty food.’
‘Please, no –’
‘Ssh. Don’t fret. She won’t do anything. Where else will she get the money I’m giving her?’
Billy didn’t like the sound of this. If his dad did as he’d threatened, they’d be thrown out. And then what? Back to square one, and sleeping in the car? Dear God, no.
Later, going down for their evening meal, Billy followed his father into an empty dining room. Mrs Dyson came in seconds later carrying three plates of dried-up shepherd’s pie, baked beans and chips. She put the plates down in front of them.
‘Lovely to see you, Mr Price, Billy. We’re on our own again tonight I’m afraid, but never mind. It’ll be nice and cosy, just the three of us,’ she said, fluttering her false eyelashes.
His dad gave her a faint smile, picked up his knife and fork and did battle. He tapped the top of the pie with his fork and looked up. Billy, heart in his mouth, sat willing his father not to speak. He glanced at Mrs Dyson to see the puzzled look on her face change to anger and she became flushed. Her lips quivered. Any moment now she’ll shout, Billy thought.
‘Something wrong, Mr Price?’ she asked, her breathing laboured.
‘Wrong, you ask?’ He looked her straight in the eye; the drink had taken hold. What would he say or do next? ‘It’s this so-called meal of yours, I wouldn’t feed it to a pig. Burnt, dried-up and stuck to the plate. No wonder your teeth are in such a state, if you’ve been eating this muck all your life.’
A gasp from Mrs Dyson. Billy’s head jerked, looking from one to the other, knowing that last comment had overstepped the mark.
For a moment their landlady’s hands trembled in rage, and then she slammed her fist on the table, saying, ‘If you’re not satisfied with my cooking, Mr Price, leave. But let me tell you I’ve worked my fingers to the bone to make sure you and your lad are happy here.’
‘Bullshit. The state of our room is disgusting too. Damp and decrepit; you ought to be bloody ashamed of yourself, the prices you charge. Why, it’s daylight robbery. I’ve a good mind to report you to the council.’
Billy thought his dad too ridiculous for words.
But what came next shocked Billy. Without warning, his dad picked up his plate and threw it against the wall behind where Mrs Dyson was sitting. It fell to the floor, leaving bits of mince and jellied gravy splattered across the paintwork.
‘That’s it! I want you out of here right now or I’ll call the police,’ she threatened, getting to her feet. She stormed across to the door, opened it and folded her arms, waiting for them to get up.
Keeping schtum, Billy waited for his dad’s reply.
‘There ought to be a law against women like you, taking money off people for a shit-hole of a room.’
They moved over to her, and his dad stopped and stared at her straight in the eye. At first it seemed he might strike the poor woman.
Instinctively Mrs Dyson ducked out of the way, saying meekly, ‘What are you doing now?’
‘What do you think I’m doing, you stupid cow? You told us to go, didn’t you?’ he snarled, and then did a loud burp.
In Billy’s opinion he’d gone too far. Okay, everything he’d said was true; but there was no need to ridicule the poor woman. Was his father taking his woes and sadness out on Mrs Dyson? Or did this go deeper, and have to do with something else Billy didn’t know about?
Upstairs in their room, they packed their things. Billy sat down on the bed and closed his eyes, wondering what his father was planning, and where would they go now? Better here than nowhere. But it was too late.
‘Got any idea where we’re off to, son?’ his father asked, seeming pleased with himself all of a sudden. But Billy wasn’t in the mood to play guessing games, and chose not to answer.
‘Don’t you even have a tiny inkling? Come on, you must have thought about it loads of times. Good God, do I have to spell it out for you? We’re going home, son, to your mum. That’s where we all belong – together,’ he said with a strange, demented half smile on his face.
What was his dad on about? Surely, he hadn’t been secretly meeting his mum? No, that couldn’t be it, he’d have said before now. And besides, that would never happen – they were divorced.
‘You mean we’re going back to our old house, Dad?’
‘No, you idiot. Somebody else lives there now. No, we’ll be living in your mum’s new house …’
‘How did you find her, Dad? Are you friends again?’
‘Sort of. It wasn’t hard, and it’s only a few miles away from where we used to live. I told you we’d get back together – it was only a matter of time.’
‘That’s great, Dad, I’m so pleased.’ There was no point saying anything else, the mood his dad was in. And it wasn’t about the amount of whisky he’d consumed, but more likely his pig-headedness.
‘Right. Ready?’
Billy nodded, picking up the smaller of the two suitcases, leaving the other for his father. They tramped down the stairs noisily. Fortunately, no one appeared in the hallway, allowing them to leave without further argument. Billy felt relieved; he’d imagined Mrs Dyson confronting them with a good-riddance speech. But no, his dad had half scared the woman to death. But, with this problem over, he feared an even bigger one faced them.
Added to this was the sight of his dad, a smile on his face, packing the suitcases into the boot of the car and banging it shut. Did he really believe he’d be getting back together with Billy’s mum?
They drove off at breakneck speed, veering around bends on the wrong side of the road and almost hitting the gutter, while his dad sang I Will Always Love You. Billy wondered what would be the best ending for the night, a clash with the police because of his dangerous drunken driving, or facing his mum and Simpson? There wasn’t much in it.
Luckily the roads were quiet and before long the car slowed down, his dad’s eyes searching for the right house. The car halted in front of a row of newish town-houses with small gardens at the front. Billy wanted to cry, as there was no talking to his dad. It had been coming for a while. His father remained calm, as if everything would be fine again.
‘Well, here we are, son. Your mum’s about to get one hell of a surprise,’ he said as he got out of the car.
‘Dad, you sure about all this?’
‘What’s the matter with you? I’ve already told you, soon things will be back to normal, you’ll see.’
He pressed the bell at the side of the door, not once but three times. He grinned, saying, ‘Now stop worrying.’




CHAPTER 5

When the Simpson woman answered, Billy doubted his heart could beat any faster. From the shock on her face he guessed this was the last thing she’d expected. Her eyes narrowed in anger.
‘What the fuck do you want?’ she began, and tried to shut the door in their faces, but Billy’s dad was too quick: putting his foot in the way, he shouted, ‘Maggie!’
His dad gritted his teeth, determined to hold the door rigid to stop Simpson shutting it. Although in this mood, he wouldn’t think twice about breaking it down.
‘Piss off and leave us in peace!’ Simpson shouted, pushing as hard to close it without success. Fury came on his dad’s blood-red face as the door eased back, causing Simpson to fall onto the floor. He barged in, rushing past her, his eyes searching frantically for Billy’s mum.
‘Where is she?’ he yelled, looking at Simpson, who was getting to her feet.
‘Why should I tell you?’ She glared at them.
‘I’ll find her if it kills me.’
Billy followed his dad through the front room to a kitchen-sitting room at the back. From there he peered out of a door leading to the garden. Nothing. And then his dad turned and pointed to the corner of the front room, saying, ‘Upstairs.’ But as he approached the stairs, he saw her coming down. Her appearance had changed drastically. Her long hair was now cut short into a pageboy style; drab jeans and a polo-neck jumper replaced the colourful dresses he remembered her in. As she stepped forward with her head up, her bottom lip quivered, and she whispered, ‘Thomas. Billy.’ Her face softened, almost as if she was glad to see them.
Billy glanced at his dad, seeing him clench his fists and take a deep breath. He said, ‘I’ve come to take you home, Maggie.’
A strange thing to say, considering they no longer had a home.
‘Oh no ...’ she said, closing her eyes.
‘Tell them to clear off, Maggie; you don’t need them – do you?’ Simpson said.
But she didn’t, and her eyes never left them. And when Billy’s dad held out his arms and walked towards her, she went easily into them, tears streaming down her cheeks, causing Simpson to scream, ‘Maggie! What are you doing?’
Billy was pulled into their embrace by his mum’s outstretched hand. He hugged his parents. Everything would be fine now, he thought. He wept with joy.
‘I’m so sorry, Thomas, Billy!’ she cried.
But Jane Simpson showed she wasn’t done yet when she grabbed hold of Maggie’s arm and violently dragged her away from them. His dad moved over to try to part the two women, but Simpson wouldn’t release her hold, causing Billy’s dad to say though clenched teeth, ‘She wants to go with us.’ He let go of Maggie’s arm and pushed Simpson forcefully to the ground. ‘Maggie, pack your things, we’re leaving,’ he added, guiding her upstairs.
Billy felt elated. The fact they were homeless didn’t seem to matter, it was seeing his mum’s willingness to leave that counted. He watched Simpson get to her feet, a look of sheer terror on her face. But what could she do? His dad was twice as strong as her.
To his surprise, she didn’t go after them. Instead she dashed into the kitchen. But hearing the rattle of cutlery in the drawer, Billy sensed she was up to no good. Within a matter of seconds, she returned holding something behind her back. She rushed right past him up the stairs and as Billy turned around, he glimpsed what she was trying to hide. He screamed, ‘Mum, Dad, watch out – she’s got a carving knife!’
He darted after her and saw his father coming out of the bedroom, the colour draining from his face. Simpson approached him, brandishing the knife in front of her.
‘You’re not taking her away from me. I’ve lost too much in the past to give her up to you. You who let her suffer alone when Katie died! You think I’d let you destroy her life again?’
As she pushed the knife towards him, Thomas tried to get out of the way, but wasn’t quick enough. It caught him on his side and at once blood soaked through his clothing, spreading like ink on blotting paper. He fell backwards. Billy rushed to help his dad, but as he turned, the sight before him shook him to the core. His mum tried to run away from Simpson, but she thrust the knife into his mum, digging it deep into her stomach again and again. A low grunt came from his mum’s throat as she slumped over onto the carpet.
‘Mum!’ Billy screamed.
He couldn’t lose both of his parents to this monster. He tried to pull Simpson away, but in her frenzied state she was too strong and shoved him aside. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed his dad had struggled to his feet; dark-red blood seeped through his fingers as he held the side of his body. He shuffled towards Simpson standing next to the inert body, still holding the bloody knife in her hand. Would she go after his dad again? To his amazement his dad surged forward, grabbing hold of Simpson’s wrist. Slowly he loosened her grip until the weapon clattered to the ground, out of Simpson’s reach. But she swung her other arm round and with a bunched-up fist hit his wounded side, causing him to cry out in agony and fall down. Simpson began first to kick his head and then his back when he curled up into a ball.
‘Stop it, stop hurting my dad!’
But she didn’t stop, she continued to hit him over and over again. Billy looked about the room, and there in the corner lay the blood-stained knife. Instinctively he reached for it, and plunged it into her back.
She froze for a split second, letting out a muffled cry of pain before falling to the ground away from him, the blade still in her body.
Stunned, Billy flopped down on the floor close to his father. But straight in front of him, lying in a pool of blood, lay his mum’s motionless body, her eyes wide open.
‘No, no. Why, why, why?’ he screamed.
‘Billy, stop it, stop it,’ his dad said weakly. ‘It’s no good, she’s gone.’
But he didn’t stop: the shouting continued into an uncontrolled frenzy. With a great deal of difficulty his father edged his way towards him, and between breaths, said, ‘Billy … there’s nothing we can do, stop it.’ But Billy couldn’t stop crying.
‘Come on … Please ... It’s useless.’ Eventually Billy pulled himself together. ‘That’s better. Get me a wet cloth. Quick.’
His dad crawled over to Simpson’s body and after wiping the handle of the knife, he gripped it without trying to pull it out.
‘Oh my God, what have I done?’ Billy muttered. His hands dithered like an old man’s.
‘You haven’t done anything. It was me – and don’t you forget it.’
‘But –’
‘It’s retribution! After all the hurt she caused us. She broke up our family, killed your mother and would have killed me, if it hadn’t been for you.’
Utter despair filled his chest as the realisation of what he’d done hit him. Whatever hope he might have harboured for the future had now vanished.




CHAPTER 6

Wincing with pain, Billy’s dad shuffled across to Billy’s mum, easing her onto his lap to cradle her in his arms, and wept softly.
Billy crawled over to them to sit beside his dad on the floor, and encompassed him.
With all the hopes of a few minutes ago gone, tears ran down his cheeks. He’d never seen so much blood in his life, and felt sick.
The situation was horrendous. Billy trembled with fear. ‘Oh my God, what are we going to do?’
He looked towards his father who, shaking his head, eyes closed, said, ‘She was coming back, Billy. She was. I told you she would.’
‘Yes, I know, Dad. You were right all along.’
‘But it was all for nothing. Simpson got what she deserved for what she did to us, yet we’ll get punished. They’ll lock me up and throw away the key, and you’ll be on your own. All because of her.’
‘Dad, you’re bleeding all over.’
His dad shrugged this aside, but common sense should have told him he couldn’t hang on much longer. His clothes were soaked with blood, but he still rambled on, ‘It’s hopeless. No one will believe me. It was self-defence because she killed your mum. But it’ll count for nothing.’
‘Dad, shouldn’t we get you away from here?’
‘No, I can’t run away. Don’t you forget, it was me that did this. You tell them you never touched her – you hear?’ He took hold of his son’s shirt.
But seeing how heavily he was breathing, Billy missed the significance of his dad’s words, saying, ‘Dad, you need a doctor –’
‘All right, all right,’ he said, almost in a whisper. Pulling Billy’s arm, he pleaded, ‘Remember to say it was me, can’t let you carry the can … You have your whole life ahead of you … even if it is without me.’
‘Oh no … Dad ...’
‘Go now … Get help.’
With no idea where the phone might be, Billy ran downstairs. He glanced around the kitchen, remembering there’d been a telephone mounted on the wall behind the door back in Clifton Street. That split-second the thought of their old home was like torture. But returning to the present he rushed to the front room, where on a small table by the fireplace he spotted the telephone. He dialled 999, and within a few rings his call was answered.
‘Hallo, which service do you require?’
‘Err, it’s … it’s my dad, he’s been hurt.’
‘Okay, how and where is he hurt?’
‘His stomach … The woman stabbed him with a knife.’
‘All right, how old are you?’
‘Thirteen.’
‘And your name?’
‘Billy Price.’
‘Okay, Billy, we’ll send an ambulance straight away. Keep calm, we’ll soon have everything under control. Give me your address.’
Billy did, trembling all over.
‘Right, now is your dad awake or asleep?’
‘Awake.’
‘I want you to loosen his clothing, see where the wound is. Find a towel and wet it and put it over the wound. And put two pillows under his head. Can you do that? Repeat what I said.’
He did.
‘Leave me on the line and come back when you’ve done that.’
Billy did what he was told and returned five minutes later.
‘I … I did what you said. There’s a lot of blood. Is he going to die too?’
‘No, but we will have to take him to hospital.’
‘I think my mum’s dead … Her eyes are wide open …and she’s not moving.’
‘Oh, can you tell me what happened?’
‘No, no, I have to go to him now,’ Billy said.
‘Please wait –’
But Billy put the phone down. On the way back upstairs he unlocked the front door, leaving it open for the emergency services when they arrived.
Billy shuddered at the sight of his dad’s still form. ‘I told them, Dad,’ Billy said, sitting beside him.
‘Good lad.’ He patted his hand. ‘You’ll do well … in life …’ Lifting his head, he attempted a smile before passing out. Billy put two fingers on the side of his neck and detected a slight pulse. Thank God, he couldn’t bear losing both his mum and dad.
In the distance the blare of sirens got louder. One of his prayers had been answered. But with his dad unconscious, he’d have to explain. Should he speak the truth, or tell it as he’d been told to? Could he lie under pressure?
Lights were flashing around the walls of the bedroom where he sat with his father. Within seconds he heard heavy footsteps stomping
up the stairs. The ambulance crew of three arrived first, instantly scouring the surroundings to assess the situation, and while the paramedic examined Billy’s dad, he directed his colleagues to the two blood-soaked, battered bodies lying motionless on the floor. Both were confirmed dead.
The paramedic turned to Billy and said, ‘Are you the lad who made the emergency call?’
He nodded.
‘I’m Ted.’
‘Will Dad be all right?’
‘I think so. He’s lost a lot of blood, but has a strong pulse.’
At this point two uniformed policemen entered the room, one of them a tall burly man with curly blond hair, three stripes on his sleeve denoting the rank of sergeant. But, at the sight before them, they both stood stock-still inside the doorway.
The sergeant edged his way inside, his gaze resting on Billy. ‘I take it you’re Billy?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Go easy on the lad,’ Ted interjected. When the sergeant made no answer, he continued, ‘We’d better get him to hospital, he’s unconscious. It’s the lad’s father.’
‘That’s fine, but we’ll need to ask the boy a few questions. He’s not hurt at all, so there’s no reason why he can’t talk to us while it’s fresh in his mind.’ He addressed Billy: ‘Hopefully, you feel up to talking to us, Billy? We’d like to find out what happened here.’
Billy couldn’t speak as he watched his father being stretchered away. He felt panicky and short of breath; they wouldn’t let him go to the hospital. He sobbed as the stretcher disappeared out of sight.
‘All right, Billy, let’s go somewhere quiet, the kitchen perhaps.’
Billy nodded and followed the sergeant, who closed the door behind them.
‘Okay, son, just tell me in your own words what happened here today. Take your time, it’s important you miss nothing out.’
Billy told him the story his dad had concocted, praying to God he’d told it right.’
‘Thank you, Billy,’ the sergeant said once he’d finished. ‘Do you have any relatives you can stay with in the meantime?’
‘No one.’
‘What about a grandparent?’
Billy shook his head ‘No one. My sister died a few years ago. I’m on my own now.’
‘What about an aunt or uncle?’
‘Dad’s got a brother, but I don’t know his address.’
‘Okay, Billy. We can’t do much about it now, but we’ll try to contact him tomorrow. In the meantime, we shall have to make arrangements. For tonight a foster carer will look after you.’
Billy had tears in his eyes.
‘Don’t worry, lad, we’ll sort it. By the way, what’s your uncle’s first name, and where does he live?’
‘Uncle James, and he lives in Redburn. But I want to be with my dad.’
He remembered his uncle from when he was a little boy, always trying to make him laugh with funny faces and silly jokes. But in recent years they’d drifted apart, and Billy had only seen him at Katie’s funeral, and then they hardly spoke.
‘All in good time. No doubt you’ll be able to visit him tomorrow.’
But despite the sergeant’s words of comfort, Billy couldn’t keep still.
‘Come on, I’ll take you to the station. Once we’ve contacted your uncle, we’ll assign someone for you to stay with for the night.’
Within a matter of five minutes they entered the police station. WPC Joyce Baker was assigned to stay with Billy until a temporary foster parent could be found. In the meantime, a doctor came to examine him and determine his wellbeing. He now sat in the rest room with Joyce, eating the food she’d got him.
Later an elderly gentleman came to collect him. He introduced himself as Mr Ian Dawson, and over the next hour, he related his entire life story to Billy. For a time, the evening’s horrific events faded from his mind.
Mr and Mrs Dawson had no children of their own, but in the latter part of their married life had fostered over fifty children. Billy was made to feel welcome, and his room was comfortable. They were nice people. In the long term, he needed to belong somewhere, he’d had enough of moving about. But in the circumstances, he doubted his father would play much of a role in his future.
Once Mr and Mrs Dawson had left his room, he was alone in a strange bed. He felt hot and sweaty, and didn’t know where to settle in this alien bed. He thought of his mum and all the happy times they’d spent together. He loved going out with her and his dad and Katie. To pubs and parks and the seaside. Now all that remained were memories. And he had nothing to take their place. Mum had gone, Katie had gone, and he’d hardly ever see his dad again. He feared for his future, and the thought of never seeing his family again felt so daunting. With no one to talk to or confide in, he felt lost and alone. Oh God, he wished someone could help him.
At the police station the next day, Billy sat waiting. Another interview was arranged for ten o’clock and, on his arrival, the constable on the reception desk had confirmed someone would soon be with him.
When WPC Joyce Baker arrived smiling, Billy felt a little better.
‘How are you, Billy?’ she asked. ‘Hope you got some sleep.’
‘Yes, a little.’
‘Mr and Mrs Dawson are a lovely couple.’
‘They came with me this morning. But I said I’d be okay to wait on my own.’ After a few seconds he asked, ‘Shall I be able to see my dad today?’
‘I can’t say. We’ve tracked down your Uncle James, and I would imagine it will be up to him.’
The sergeant he’d seen the previous night and a middle-aged woman of about fifty came into the waiting area and beckoned them over.
‘Morning, Billy, you already know I’m Sergeant Pitt, and this is WPC Baker here. I’d like to introduce you to Alice Westwood from social services.’
‘When can I visit my dad?’
‘Your Uncle James is in the interview room, and when you leave here you’ll be under his care, so it’s for him to decide about visiting your father. All right?’
‘Yeah.’
Sergeant Pitt looked around, and addressing the group, said, ‘If you’d all like to follow me, we’ll join Mr Price.’
Within seconds they filed into the interview room, and there sitting at the table alone was James Price. Billy recognised him at once. A thin man, tall but stooped, bald, with a long nose and dark blue eyes; an older version of Billy’s dad. Billy’s hands were clammy. He didn’t want to go with him. He hardly knew him, and feared they wouldn’t get on. Why couldn’t he stay with his dad? With his mum dead, they needed each other more than ever.
James got to his feet and walked over to his nephew, placing a supportive arm about his shoulders.‘Sorry to hear about your dad, Billy. It’s a big shock to your Aunt Violet and me, so I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.’
Billy nodded, with a lump in his throat.
‘Anyway, Miss Westwood here has arranged’ – he gestured towards the social worker – ‘that you stay with us until our Tom’s well enough to look after you again.’
‘But I want to be with Dad, Uncle James!’ Billy sobbed. ‘Last night was awful, and it’s all because of that Simpson woman. Dad was so badly hurt he passed out … and I keep worrying he’s not going to make it
too.’
The sergeant said, ‘I can tell you, Billy, as of eight o’clock this morning he’s comfortable, although unconscious. I have to keep up with his progress because we need to question him too.’
‘So now your uncle is here, Billy, how about getting on with things, and who knows, when you’ve answered my questions perhaps he can phone the hospital to find out how your dad is.’
‘Yes, that’s right, once we’ve finished, I’ll speak to Aunt Vi, ask her to get the tea done later, and when we get in I’ll phone your dad for you.’
And so Sergeant Pitt began his questioning. ‘Okay, Billy, I know you’ve already been interviewed at the scene of the crime, but we’d like to go over it again in more detail. Let’s start with how you and your dad came to be at the house. Take your time, and if you’re upset at all, we can stop and continue again when you’re ready.’
Billy looked from one to the other staring at him. His face was flushed with heat, and he prayed to God they wouldn’t recognise this as a show of guilt.
‘Dad said we were going to see Mum and that she was coming back to us.’ He told them what had happened at Mrs Dyson’s bedsit, omitting the part where his father had thrown the plate at the wall. But mentioning the fight earlier that day with Dave at work didn’t sound too good. Then, citing the booze to justify his dad’s actions, he realised he’d made matters a lot worse. In fact, everything he said seemed to exacerbate the precarious position his dad was in.
‘So, when you got to the house, did your mum invite you in?’ Sergeant Pitt asked.
‘No, Jane Simpson opened the door, and she didn’t want to let us in. But Dad wouldn’t stop, and he shouted Mum’s name …’ Billy stopped as tears streamed down his face, and he shook his head, saying, ‘I keep seeing Mum and all that blood … and the knife.’ He gulped, unable to carry on, prompting the social worker to say, ‘That’s quite enough.’ She handed Billy a tissue. ‘I appreciate you need to find out the truth, but can’t you see the state he’s in?’
‘Just a few more questions, Miss Westwood,’ Sergeant Pitt conceded. ‘It’s vital we find out exactly what happened last night.’
Then, turning his attention to Billy, he said, ‘All right, we’ll go over this one more time –’
‘I’ve already told you once!’
‘We have to make sure you’ve left nothing out. Just be honest, and everything will be all right.’
‘If you want me to say he killed them both, I won’t, because he didn’t. Simpson killed my mum as she tried to get away and was about to kill my dad.’
‘Well, that’s not what the evidence shows. Billy, we realise you love your dad and he loves you, but two people are dead, one your mum. And the knife bears only your father’s fingerprints. How do you explain that? Surely Jane Simpson’s fingerprints would also have been present.’ Billy couldn’t answer, but continued to sob. ‘Besides, we’ve just spoken to Mrs Dyson who’s confirmed he got violent with her too, earlier that same day. And you’ve admitted he’d had a lot to drink. Is that why he lost his temper and killed both of them?’
‘No, no ... You’re wrong. Dad would never hurt Mum. He’s the best Dad in the world. He tried to stop that woman hurting my mum.’
‘That’s it, Sergeant.’ Miss Westwood stood up. ‘The poor lad’s been through too much already.’
Sergeant Pitt nodded. ‘Very well, Miss Westwood, but I may need to speak to Billy again. We have to be sure we have the truth.’
By this time Miss Westwood looked livid. ‘I understand you’re trying to do your job, but I have to do mine too. And next time you interview Billy, I’ll be with him. At all times.’ The strength of her words left no doubt in anyone’s mind of her resolve.
Ten minutes later James Price accompanied Billy out of the police station. ‘Great to see you again Billy, only wish it was under different circumstances.’
Billy said nothing.
‘How are you?’
When he still remained quiet, his uncle carried on. ‘Must have been awful for you. It’s so tragic to lose your mum, but having to witness what happened in that bedroom to both parents is horrific. I feel for you; we’ll take care of you, your Aunt Vi and me, do our best for you. While we can never take your mum and dad’s place you’ll want for nothing, and hopefully you’ll be happy.’
Billy couldn’t bear to think about that. If the worst happened, he couldn’t carry on. ‘Will my dad die?’
‘Course he won’t. He’s badly hurt, lost a lot of blood, but the doctors are hopeful he’ll pull through.’
‘Why can’t I be with him?’
‘Because he’s very ill, and the police want to interview him first. That could take a long time.’
‘It’s not fair,’ Billy sniffed.
‘I know, but there’s nothing we can do. Come on; let’s get you back to our house. And as I promise, once you’ve had something to eat, I’ll ring the hospital to put your mind at rest.’
With a downcast expression Billy didn’t reply as he walked beside Uncle James.
‘Here we are, Billy.’ His uncle pointed over the road to a bright blue car. ‘That old Ford Fiesta’s mine; it’s not much to look at, but it’s done us proud over the years.’
Still nothing from Billy.
‘This isn’t the ideal situation, but I can’t undo what’s happened. What I can do is assure you there’ll always be a home for you with your aunt and me, as I’ve already said.’
But Billy’s mind was elsewhere. ‘He shouldn’t go to jail! He did nothing wrong. It was that Simpson woman.’
Once he’d got into his car, James opened the passenger side door for his nephew with a sad smile.
‘Dad won’t stand for it. And anyway, it wasn’t his fault. He’ll try to escape … and I’ll help him.’
‘That’ll only make things worse.’
Billy didn’t intend arguing: he’d do whatever he had to, no matter what anyone said.
They drove out of Dexford, following the signs for Redburn six miles away. As his uncle drove he took much care. Everything he did was so precise. His clothes, for instance, the white collar and tie complete with pin, his sports jacket over knife-edge pressed trousers: the total antithesis to his brother Tom.
The car halted outside a semi-detached bungalow,
number 2 Ascot Avenue, the front garden of which had been covered by block paving. No sooner had they got out than the side gate opened, and a small plump woman rushed out to greet them. Billy’s memories of his relatives were hazy, but seeing his aunt now, dressed in a grey skirt and white polo-neck jumper, and the heavily made-up face, evoked a memory of meeting her at Katie’s funeral. She hugged him then held him from her to stare at him, saying, ‘Hallo, Billy. Nice to see you. Let’s get you settled in.’
Billy made no comment and followed her into the kitchen, knowing she was doing her best to make him welcome.
‘Come into the living room and sit yourself down by the fire.’ She pointed to a grey armchair. ‘I’ll get you a drink. Lemonade or orange squash?’
‘Lemonade will be fine,’ he replied as he sat down, feeling the warmth of the gas fire.
‘Right, coming up.’
She dashed into the kitchen, leaving him to gaze around the small room, but returned within a few minutes. First, she handed him his drink along with a plate containing an assortment of biscuits.
‘How about one of these?’
As Billy helped himself, James came in. ‘That’s exactly what I could do with, a nice chocolate biscuit.’
Violet turned to face her husband. ‘I’ve poured the tea in the kitchen, if you’d like to bring them in.’
As they sat in the living room the atmosphere grew tense; everyone struggled for conversation.
Then, clearing his throat, his uncle said, ‘Well, here we are Billy. As you’re aware, we’ve made arrangements for you to stay here for the time being. You’ve been through a lot, even before today.’ He stopped, and looking at his wife continued, ‘But your aunt and I will be responsible for your wellbeing, and if you’ve got any worries, please don’t be afraid to speak up.’
Billy nodded, with a deep frown.
‘Anyway, on the bright side, you’ll be able to stay in the same school.’
‘Yes, of course you will,’ his aunt cut in. ‘We’re very interested in seeing you progress at school. And another thing – living here will stop your dad worrying over you.’
Nothing either of them said could make it any easier. It was impossible to undo what had happened. To stay with these two relatives he barely knew was his only option. Eventually he said, ‘Thanks both of you. Can I go to my room now?’
‘Of course. I expect you want to unpack your things. Any dirty washing, bring it out,’ Aunt Violet told him.
His bedroom was small but clean, plainly decorated with white emulsion. On one wall a single bed fitted into the recess between a built-in wardrobe and a storage unit. In the opposite corner stood a bookcase supporting a small television.
Out of the window he saw a well-maintained back garden of grass and flowerbeds. Beyond were fields and the beginning of a forest.
With no intention of unpacking, Billy pushed his suitcase under the bed; he’d sort his dirty washing out later. Instead he plugged in the television and with the remote control lay back, flicking through the channels to find a programme to help block out the horror of the last few days. But it was futile, the nightmare would never go away.
When they asked him to go through his statement again, he had to keep to the same story, the one his dad had concocted and told him to stick to. That’s why he had to go over it again and again in his head. That was his biggest fear right now.
An hour later Uncle James popped his head around the door, smiling. ‘Want something to eat, Billy? Aunt Vi’s made a steak and kidney pie. She makes great pastry; it melts in your mouth,’ he coaxed as Billy sat on the bed.
‘Not hungry.’
‘Have a sandwich then, you need to eat.’
‘Maybe later. Haven’t much of an appetite right now.’ Billy looked away. Why won’t he leave me be, he thought.
After a few seconds his uncle got up, saying, ‘All right, it’s up to you. We’ll save you a piece.’
‘Yes, okay,’ Billy said, glad when he’d gone.
He heard nothing from them after that, apart from a ‘good night’ when they went to bed. And so, alone with his thoughts, the vision of his mother lying on the floor continued, her dead body bespattered with blood. And the fact he’d killed someone only added to his unease. But he’d had no choice, he had to stop that woman, or she’d have butchered his father. He wondered what his dad was doing now, and what would become of him? It seemed certain he’d end up in jail for a long time. He sobbed quietly into his pillow before drifting off to sleep.
Sometime later he awoke and for a few seconds had no idea where he was, but as realisation returned pangs of hunger crept in. He got out of bed and went in search of something to eat. The house was eerily quiet. Making sure the coast was clear, he tip-toed down the hall and into the kitchen, going straight to the fridge. Within minutes he was sitting at the table munching two bread rolls crammed with chunky slices of cheese.
Luckily no one interrupted his midnight feast, and before long he’d slipped back unnoticed with a glass of milk.
But still sleep didn’t come easily. He lay awake staring round the unfamiliar room at the patterns of light seeping in from the window. He felt uncomfortable in this strange house with people he hardly knew. At some point he must have fallen asleep because in no time he was woken by a gentle shake to see Uncle James standing over the bed. Billy groaned, but got up without protest, although why he needed to get up at the unearthly hour of seven-thirty on a Saturday morning he had no idea. After eating breakfast, he returned to his room to watch television.
When his uncle informed him he’d arranged for him to see a counsellor to help him through the trauma he’d suffered, he groaned. What good would that do? The only person he wanted to be with was his dad, but it appeared at present that was impossible.
<><><>
His mum’s funeral came a week later. Even though his aunt and uncle were with him he felt all alone with his grief.
Now the funeral was over, he’d said goodbye to his mum, and with dogged determination held back his tears. But the bitterness grew stronger, as did his hatred of Simpson. She’d destroyed his whole family, and for that he was glad she was dead.
Now he faced an uncertain future. His dad would stand trial for murder, even though it had been self-defence. And where that would leave him, he didn’t know.




CHAPTER 7

Six months later, tears streamed down Billy’s face as he watched the sorry figure of his father taken away, head down, not even looking in his direction. Before Billy knew it, he found himself shouting, ‘He’s innocent!’
His pleas had attracted everyone’s attention, but to no avail. He could do nothing more for the man he’d always loved and looked up to.
His conviction for murder meant he’d be in prison forever. No longer would he be there for Billy in difficult times. With luck he might visit twice a month, but they’d never talk like before with their usual banter. And most likely their meetings would be supervised by a prison officer in a room with other prisoners. It was too much to take in.
The atmosphere on the way back was sombre. He heard his aunt and uncle’s low tones on their views of the verdict, but he let it go over his head.
‘You all right, Billy?’ Uncle James asked him, looking through his rear-view mirror.
‘Yeah, I suppose.’
Aunt Violet turned around, a concerned frown on her face. ‘Any time you want to see your dad, we’ll take you – won’t we, James?’
‘Course we will – we’d like to visit ourselves. Our Tom’s been through so much. It’d do him good to have his family around him.’
As if that would solve the problem, Billy thought, turning to gaze out of the window. The only contact the two brothers had recently was exchanging Christmas cards, Billy remembered. But, heartbroken and alone, he said, ‘I don’t want to see him in prison, I want him here with me.’
‘He will be with you one day, but not for a few years yet,’ James said, trying to console his nephew.
‘How could they do this when he’d done nothing wrong? What about Simpson and what she did? Ruined his life, and mine too. It was self-defence, for God’s sake.’ His eyes brimmed with tears as he remembered the part he’d played on that fateful night.
‘I know, lad, but they found him guilty. That’s why we have to move on from this. And you will too eventually, I promise you.’
Never in a million years. His uncle had dismissed this as nothing, and readily accepted his brother was a murderer.
Back at the bungalow, Billy ran straight to his bedroom, flopping down onto the bed, burying his face in his pillow and crying his eyes out. He prayed they wouldn’t come after him with their well-meaning but worthless attempts to console him. They must have realised he needed space. He turned over onto his back, staring at the ceiling, in his mind’s eye seeing his dad serving a never-ending prison sentence. He’d be alone with no one to talk to. It was scary. And longing to be with him, he thought he might be better off dead.
Would there be a chance of an early release from jail as Uncle James had suggested? He didn’t think so. How daunting to imagine the foreseeable future without him. When he was released, Billy would be an adult.
He changed into his pyjamas and slipped under the sheets, hoping a good night’s sleep might make him feel a tad better in the morning. But it wouldn’t come, tossing and turning over and over again, his heart thumping against his chest. Then the door opened and light flooded in. He lay still, pretending to be asleep as he listened to the soft footfall on the carpet, then silence and the room was plunged into darkness once again. Billy breathed easier as whoever had come in must have assumed he was asleep.
The next morning he awoke with a start; James shook him by the shoulder and said, ‘Billy, time to get up.’
‘Oh, do I have to, Uncle? Can’t I have the day off? What do they call it? Compassionate leave?’
‘Sorry, that’s only when someone close dies and you have to attend the funeral. So come on, shake a leg,’ Uncle James said. ‘It’s no good brooding here at home, that’ll only make you worse. You’ll feel better once you’re at school with your mates – it’ll take your mind off things.’
Billy didn’t agree, but decided it would be easier to keep quiet and get on with it. So he got out of bed, washed and changed into his school uniform and walked into the kitchen for breakfast. But after sitting and looking at the bowl of cornflakes in front of him, he pushed the food away. Not hungry. He felt on show, his aunt and uncle watching his every move, but neither of them passed comment.
‘I’ll just collect my bag from the bedroom and then I’ll be off,’ Billy said.
‘I’ll drop you off. In fact, I can pick you up this afternoon too.’
‘Well, if it’s no trouble, Uncle, I wouldn’t mind a lift in. But I’ll get the bus back, seeing as sometimes we stay behind for football.’
James nodded, picked up his keys from the hall table, and waited while Billy fetched his things.
The journey should have taken fifteen minutes but on nearing Dexford they hit the school traffic, prompting James to say, ‘I bet we’ll be bumper to bumper all the way now.’
‘Do you want me to get out, Uncle? It’s not far, I’ll be just as quick on foot.’
‘All right. You’ll be okay from here. There’s a fiver in my jacket pocket.’ He thumbed towards the backseat. ‘Take it out. That should buy you a sandwich at lunchtime.’
After thanking him for the money Billy got out of the car and watched as his uncle drove off, beeped the horn and waved, without looking back.
Within five minutes he’d reached the school gates and wondered what the day might bring, having little enthusiasm or interest for lessons. As for his mates, he dreaded to think what their attitude would be. They’d only want to talk about the trial. It had been headline news in all the papers: LOCAL MAN CONVICTED OF MURDER. But there were two sides to every story, and the fact that his father had only been defending himself had been overlooked. Why had they convicted an innocent man? And now he kept wondering how his dad was coming to terms with prison, with the scum of the earth.
The morning passed without incident. Come lunchtime in the dining room, Billy felt sweat tickle down his back. In the queue, waiting to be served, he heard Ryan, Danny and Peter talking about going to the park after eating dinner.
‘Hey, Billy, coming to the park with us?’ Ryan asked.
‘Don’t know, probably not. Got a lot of catching up to do with my schoolwork.’
‘Oh, come on, Billy. It’ll be fun. Might see some of the girls over there,’ Danny said.
‘Would normally, but I’m way behind. Can’t afford to, right now. Some other time perhaps.’
‘Suit yourself, you silly swot,’ Peter grinned.
Billy tried to turn the other cheek and ignore them.
‘Thought you might want to tell us about the trial,’ Ryan said.
‘Nothing much to tell really. You must have seen it all in the papers and on TV.’
‘Yeah, but it’s better to hear it from the horse’s mouth. Neigh, neigh,’ Peter laughed.
‘Very funny,’ Billy said as they moved to one of the tables to eat their lunch.
‘Hey, Billy, sure you won’t change your mind? Some of those girls are really hot.’
Billy shook his head. He didn’t feel like doing anything right now.
During the afternoon lessons he felt constantly on edge, clock-watched, longing for three-thirty.
Relief rushed through his body once he was out of school and making his way to the bus stop. He didn’t relish spending the weekend with his uncle and aunt, despite how nice they’d been to him. They tried so hard to do the right thing, but at least they often let him escape to his bedroom.
Back at the bungalow, the front door opened, and cheerful Aunt Violet smiled from ear to ear. Despite being a little taken aback, he pretended to act pleased to be home.
‘Hallo, Billy,’ she said. ‘How was school? Sit yourself down – I’ll fetch you a drink.’
‘All right, thanks,’ he replied. ‘Can I have orange?’
She smiled again. ‘James won’t be home until after five. It used to be six’ – she moved into the kitchen, then on her return said – ‘every day, but they changed his hours a few months ago, so he’s home earlier on a Friday.’
Billy gulped down his drink as she rambled on. ‘My hours are different as well, I used to work.’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand when he’d finished as she spoke. ‘But now it’s three-thirty on Friday.’ He wasn’t interested in what she had to say, he had other things on his mind.
She continued, ‘Want another one?’ He shook his head, giving her a pretend smile.
‘Hope you like sausage, chips and beans.’
‘Great, Aunt Violet – one of my favourites.’
‘Good. Why don’t you get changed, it won’t be ready for a while yet. If you’re hungry, there’s a packet of biscuits up in the cupboard.’
‘I can wait, thanks Auntie,’ Billy said, getting up from his seat.
If she expected him to come back in to her, she’d be disappointed – he hated making silly small talk, or listening to her rabbit on and on. So, after changing into a tracksuit he stayed in his room, and by the time tea was ready James had returned from his job as a greengrocer. He greeted Billy pleasantly, asking, ‘Good day, Billy?’
Billy took his place at the table. ‘All right,’ was his mumbled reply.
‘Loads of homework, I’ll bet, what with all the catching up you’ve got to do. Don’t worry, after dinner you can get on with it. Mustn’t get behind, or you’ll be in a mess. And if you’re stuck on something, shout either one of us.’ He nodded in his wife’s direction. ‘We’ll be only too pleased to help.’
‘Thanks, Uncle James, but I’ll be fine.’ He knew Uncle James or Aunt Vi could help, but he wanted to do it himself.
After eating his tea, which he enjoyed, he left the table using homework as an excuse to get away. The last thing he needed was to talk over the day’s events. But in the confines of his bedroom he was fed up of all the work and instead listened to the radio with the volume turned low, earphones on. What did it matter whether he did his schoolwork or not? It wouldn’t bring his dad back to him.
A while later he fell asleep, and at some point was aware of someone taking off his earphones, and tucking him in bed.
Then in no time the room flooded with light and he was shaken awake by Uncle James.
‘We’re going to the supermarket this morning, Billy, and your aunt would like you to come so she can get an idea of what you like to eat.’
‘Do I have to, Uncle? I hate shopping.’
‘Come on, it won’t take long. And afterwards we could spend the afternoon at the local sports field. More often than not, there’s a football match on.’ He had an eager look in his eye, and added, ‘Want to go?’
This is a joke, Billy thought. He liked to sleep in on Saturday mornings. Now he felt obliged to appear enthusiastic about going to watch a match. But first he had to spend the morning in a bloody supermarket. Boring.
In the afternoon Uncle James tried to show how much he knew about football, when he hadn’t a clue. Still, Billy humoured him as best he could.
Then, in the early evening, Aunt Vi suggested a drive out into the country, saying it would do them all good, so Billy got roped into this planned outing too. Now, sitting outside a pub, he couldn’t remember when he’d been so fed up. They did try to include him in their conversations, but another weekend like this would drive him mad.
Thankfully, over time his aunt and uncle became less overpowering. At school, too, things had quietened down, and Billy started to enjoy after- school activities again. But the increased amount of homework didn’t go down well. Uncle James took an interest and was forever asking Billy if he needed help. The answer remained emphatic: he’d already done it without any problems.
As the weeks and months went by he realised the truth of his lack of interest in schoolwork would soon come out, but reassured himself that so long as he revised before each exam it would be fine.
When the time came, his revision wasn’t enough. His notes didn’t cover everything. This was reflected in his exams. He felt ashamed: he’d never had such bad results before. At the end of term, he left his school report in his bag. Surely his guardians wouldn’t be that interested anyway.
Wrong. James asked his nephew about them straight away and forced Billy to hand it over.
Taking the report out of the envelope, James gawped at what he saw, occasionally staring at his nephew. He didn’t need to comment: his face said it all.
Then after an unnerving silence he spoke, ‘What’s this about, Billy?’ He handed the report across to Violet.
Billy shrugged his shoulders, looking at the ground.
‘Disappointing, isn’t it? I realise you’ve had this upset with your mum and dad, but you insisted you were working hard. It sounds as if you’ve been struggling, and you wouldn’t let us help you either. You’d be surprised what we know, honestly.’
‘Sorry, I did my best,’ Billy pleaded.
‘I’m worried about you. Carry on like this, and you’ll end up going nowhere. I’m not denying you’ve been through a very harrowing experience. We thought you were doing homework every night as you claimed.’ He exchanged glances with Violet.
‘I did, but I was too far behind.’ Billy clenched his teeth and fists to calm himself down, and his face reddened. How dare they criticise him like this? They weren’t his Mum and Dad.
‘So, what do you intend doing when you leave school?’ Uncle James asked.
‘No idea.’
‘Well, you should give it some thought. Or you’ll finish up in a dead-end job or on the dole. Why don’t you enrol for summer school, one of my customers told me only the other day that her daughter was doing just that? It might bring your English and Maths up to scratch.’
When Billy didn’t comment, his uncle continued, ‘Nothing will be handed to you on a plate, Billy. You’ve got to knuckle down or you won’t stand a chance of passing your GCSEs.’
‘Okay, Uncle James.’
‘We’re only doing this for your own good. There’s been too much tragedy in this family. Wouldn’t it be great if you bucked the trend, instead of being sucked into an abyss of nothing? You’ve got to face it, you can’t do anything for your dad at present – but if you did well at school you’d give him a huge lift.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Billy said.
This was what he didn’t like about Uncle James, the constant pressure to do well. It was all too much right now. His dad was never like that. Oh, he wanted Billy to do well, but he never rammed it down his throat. Billy had an idea the two brothers had had words about this in the past and this was the reason why they never saw much of him later.
‘Never mind, let’s forget about it for now, shall we? All isn’t lost. You can turn it all around. I’ll make a few enquiries next week about tuition and such, and see what comes up. Whatever the fees are, I’ll gladly pay.’ Billy listened to his uncle continue with the bit between his teeth: ‘Then come September you’ll be in a much better position, and if you get good results your dad will be thrilled to bits.’
‘Yes, I suppose he will, Uncle.’
When they didn’t mention it again, Billy thought he’d got away with it for now, and looked forward to the peace and quiet of the school holidays.
But his fortnightly visit to see his father in prison was the high-point of his life, overshadowing everything else. Unfortunately, the relationship between them had become strained, always leaving Billy feeling like a stranger to him. Even though Tom was upbeat about his time in prison, he looked a beaten man. The spirit seemed to have drained out of him.
But he showed concern over his son, and just before he left he said, ‘Son, you won’t like what I’m about to say, but our Jim’s right, you do need to get some qualifications. He hasn’t said a lot, only a brief mention of your reluctance to work harder at school in his last letter.’
After a pause he continued: ‘I’ll be here for a long time – when I get out, you’ll be grown up, probably with a family of your own. You’ll have to make your own way in the world. And without a decent education you’ll never get a good job. Forget about me in here, and concentrate on you – messing up at school won’t get me out. Put yourself first from now on. Make something of your life. I’d love to be there to guide you, but that’s impossible. It’s eating me up inside.’ He stopped for a minute to wipe his eyes on his sleeve. ‘It’s best if you don’t visit me any more – it’s too upsetting for both of us. I can’t bear for you to see me like this. Remember me as I was before Katie died. In the meantime, think of me as not there – it’s the only way. But that doesn’t mean I’ll ever stop thinking about you, because I won’t –’
‘No, please, Dad, no. How’ll I live without you?’ Billy buried his
face in his hands.
‘Billy, be strong, or else all the sacrifices I’ve made will be for nothing. Promise me, son, there’s no other way.’ As their eyes met, Billy realised what he was referring to: carrying the can for stabbing his mum as well as Jane Simpson.
The buzzer rang, signalling their time together was up. They both stood up. Billy took his father’s outstretched hand, unable to believe what he’d suggested. And with tears welling up, he watched his father walk away. It was too much to take in. How dare he suggest such a thing? Life was difficult enough; this fortnightly visit was the highlight of his sorry life. How would he live if these visits came to an abrupt end?
Billy’s head was down as he came out. Aunt Vi, sitting outside with Uncle James, got up as if she’d guessed something was wrong.
‘What’s the matter, Billy?’
Billy shook his head. He tried to walk away from her, but instead moved easily into her arms. She guided him back to sit with her and Uncle James.
‘He’s told me not to visit him again.’
‘But why?’
‘He doesn’t like me to see him as he is now. I’ve got to think of him as gone.’
Uncle James frowned. ‘Want me to try and reason with him?’
Billy didn’t speak.
Uncle James got up and spoke to someone, but from what he could make out, it wasn’t possible to see his dad again that day.
‘We’ll leave it for the time being, he’s obviously upset over something. I’ll ring before we visit the next time, to see how the land lies. I’m sure he’ll feel differently then. I would have thought you’re all he has to live for right now. Don’t worry, I’ll get it sorted.’ He squeezed Billy’s arm.
But Billy didn’t believe him. All he had now were his aunt and uncle.
On the way home he hardly spoke, angry at his dad and also at his guardians for coercing him into attending the private tuition classes three times a week, with the resulting homework. What a memorable holiday this had been – and for all the wrong reasons. He had no contact with his mates because they lived too far away and the kids in the street were either too young or too old. He couldn’t win; and even when he spent time alone listening to music, James and Vi insisted he join them in the living room.
One night, a Monday in late August, they’d finished their evening meal and had on the end of a test match against Australia, when the phone rang.
‘Isn’t it always the way? Just when it gets exciting there’s an interruption,’ James said.
Billy nodded in agreement and continued to watch, but after a few minutes he glanced up at his uncle to see the colour drain from his face. Billy’s stomach turned over.
Once the call was over, instead of sitting back down, James beckoned his wife to join him in the hall. Something has happened, Billy thought, forgetting all about the cricket.
When they returned a little while later both of their faces bore the same distraught look. Aunt Violet’s red-rimmed eyes gave the show away; she’d been crying. A lump came to Billy’s throat.
‘Er … Billy, we need to talk to you,’ Uncle James said with a tremor in his voice. He switched off the television.
‘Is it bad news?’
‘I’m afraid so. Don’t know how to tell you this …’
‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’ Billy blurted out, looking from one to the other.
‘James …’ Violet mouthed.
Nodding, James said, ‘Yes, Billy … he’s gone.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘There’s no easy way to tell you.’ James looked to the floor, shaking his head. ‘They found him hanging in his cell.’
Then, between sobs, Billy said, ‘Why do something like that … Was that why he told me not to come again? He was innocent, and shouldn’t have been in prison in the first place!’ He got up from his seat and ran towards his room.
As Violet made to follow him James pulled her back, saying, ‘Leave him be, love. Only time will heal what’s bothering him.’
Unable to stop crying, Billy lay on his bed, blaming himself for his dad’s passing. Now he had no one. The whole family, Katie, his mum and dad, all gone. What had they done to deserve their end? If God existed, why didn’t He look after them? Perhaps it was his turn next. Why not, what had he to live for now?
After a while, feeling distraught, he dried his eyes.
An hour later, the door to his room opened. Oh no, he thought. For several minutes he pretended to be asleep, hoping they’d leave him alone. After they’d gone he breathed easier, glad he’d been spared their comfort.
<><><>
The funeral took place a week later on a cool, bright Friday morning, and other than Billy and his uncle and aunt, there were few mourners. He recognised two of his dad’s workmates from the garage, including Dave who he’d had the disagreement with; the others must be old drinking mates.
The generous size of the crematorium chapel emphasised the poor turnout of funeral-goers, which led Billy to believe no one cared. When the coffin disappeared, the pent-up emotion caused him to break down.
Later, some of the funeral-goers returned to the bungalow where Violet had prepared a buffet lunch, and Tom was remembered fondly by all, even Dave. When it was all over, he breathed a sigh of relief. When his sister died, he found her passing difficult to deal with. But to have his mum and his dad taken from him left him close to losing the will to live.
<><><>
For the rest of the holiday his aunt and uncle tried hard to involve Billy, but for him it was too much. They meant well, but all he wanted was peace and quiet.
Then September came and school beckoned. Perhaps his friends had forgotten the problems he’d had and would treat him normally. He dreaded the first day and cried the night before.
In the classroom, before the first lesson started, he sat with Ryan, Danny and Peter.
‘What a holiday I’ve had,’ Ryan said. ‘Went to the Greek islands with my family. And was it hot? Over a hundred degrees in the shade. The tarmac on the roads melted, we had to sit in the hotel room with cooling fans on high. We even had the refrigerators breaking down.’
‘Wow,’ Danny exclaimed. ‘Glad we stopped here. Devon was wet and windy, but the holiday camp had loads of indoor activities. I didn’t mind a bit.’
‘We stopped in a caravan in Cornwell,’ Peter said. ‘Got to learn to surf and water ski and it was fabulous. Great weather too. How about you, Billy, what did you get up to?’
Billy froze, being put on the spot like this. ‘Not a lot. Didn’t go away anywhere. Had to stay with my aunt and uncle. Then halfway through the holiday my dad died. Had a pretty miserable time.’
‘I heard he topped himself. Is that right, Billy?’ Danny said. Peter and Ryan gasped.
‘Yeah, sort of.’
‘God, what a thing to do. Mind you, I can well imagine why it might have been hard for him to live with himself, given all that happened,’ Ryan said.
‘Hey, you can’t say that about my dad. You have no idea what he went through.’
‘Don’t know what the world’s coming to,’ Peter said. ‘To have these real-life murders happen in your own backyard?’
‘Hey, did you hear Lee Giles has signed for Liverpool on schoolboy terms,’ Danny said.
‘Really, how good is that?’ Ryan said.
‘Fantastic, considering he scored twenty goals for the school team last year,’ Peter said.
Whilst they talked, Billy got up unnoticed and went to sit by himself, wondering how his so-called friends could be so insensitive.
Either way it didn’t matter, he’d survive on his own, and when he was sixteen he’d leave, get a job and find a flat. At the moment his hands were tied, he had to live at the bungalow, but one day his freedom would come.
And so, the first few weeks at school passed with no problems. He did what he had to with little effort. But he became more withdrawn, kept himself to himself and didn’t participate much in class. He shouldn’t have been surprised when his form master, Mr Edwards, came over one Monday morning before lessons began. A big man with long sandy hair and a beard, he made Billy jump.
‘Billy, could I have a word please,’ he said.
Billy’s stomach flipped over, thinking he’d done something wrong.
‘Yes, sir,’ Billy replied.
Mr Edwards pulled a chair up to sit in front of Billy’s desk, which Billy found rather intimidating.
‘Just wondered if everything is all right with you? One or two of your teachers have noticed a change in you since your return to school. You appear to be showing little enthusiasm for your work, hardly say a word in class, and seem to be in a world of your own.’
‘I don’t know, sir. Maybe I’m bored with the subjects I’m learning.’
‘Yes, but last year you were really doing well, one of the first to put his hands up in class, first to hand your homework in on time. But now you’re the total opposite. Seems a real shame to me, since you have the brains to do whatever you want. I am aware you lost your Mum and Dad recently, but there are people out there who can help. Bereavement officers, and so on. If you like I could arrange to see your guardians, put them in contact with the right people.’
‘I’m all right, sir. I don’t need anyone like that.’
‘You can talk to me in confidence, you know. Whatever you say to me will stay between these four walls, all right?’
‘There’s nothing, sir. It’s just that I can’t get interested in the subjects we’re covering right now. When something more interesting crops up, I’ll be different.’
‘Well, you do have to cover less interesting subjects as they’re part of the curriculum. Just memorise them as best you can. Don’t throw away what you’ve achieved these past few years, especially since your GCSEs are coming up.’
‘Okay, sir. I’ll do my best. Can I go now?’
‘Hope you’re taking in what I’ve been saying.’
‘I am, sir, honestly I am.’
‘All right. Don’t forget, any problems come and see me.’
‘Okay, thanks, sir.’
Billy would never tell anyone how he felt about losing his whole family in the space of a year. Not even his aunt and uncle. He’d deal with it in his own way without anyone’s help. He was on his own now and if no one who cared about him, why should he care about himself? Even his aunt and uncle were only bothered about turning him into a swot.
The amount of work increased, but he approached it with a couldn’t-care-less attitude. Sure, he had the ability, but what was the point without his family?
It suddenly came to a head when he didn’t hand in an important piece of maths homework. He thought he’d got away with it, as during the maths lesson nothing was said. But then Mr Pearce stood by the door taking everyone’s homework from them as they left. Up until now, Billy hadn’t handed in any work. He held back until everyone else had gone.
Then, standing face-to-face, Mr Pearce held out his hand, and Billy said, ‘I’ve forgotten it, sir.’
The teacher’s eyes widened. ‘I distinctly said it had to be in for today.’
‘Sorry, sir.’
‘That’s not good enough. It’s not only your slapdash work, it’s your attitude.’
Billy’s anger grew at the way Pearce had spoken to him, and all because he’d forgotten his homework. The anger gave him courage to speak out. ‘You know what you can do with your homework, sir! Stuff it!’
Mr Pearce’s face reddened. ‘Who do you think you’re talking to? You need to watch your tongue, young man. Any more of it, and you’ll be in more trouble than you can handle. I’ll have to report you to the Head, so it’ll be out of my hands. You have an attitude problem, my lad, and you need to sort it quickly, before it’s too late.’ Mr Pearce pointed a warning finger at him.
Billy shrugged his shoulders.
The teacher’s eyes screwed up with irritation.
‘Carry on like this and you’ll have no future at all. I shall suggest the Head speak to your guardians about this.’
‘Whatever.’ And with that he walked out of the room.
He didn’t like the idea of his aunt and uncle
finding out about this but despite them being so nice to him, they’d never understand how he felt.
And by the time he got home he’d almost forgotten the altercation, and when Aunt Violet greeted him with her usual smile, he smiled back.
After dinner James seemed in a buoyant mood, making comments about Billy’s progress at school and the forthcoming first-year mock GCSEs. Billy kept up the pretence that all was on track. He left the table under the ruse that he was doing his homework in his room. But instead of getting down to it, he listened to rock music on the radio with his earphones in.
When James came into his bedroom later, seeing the pile of books on the bedside table, he said, ‘I see you’ve finished your homework, Billy?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Good for you, lad. After your difficulties last year, I hope you’ll do better this time. Even if it’s only a bit of an improvement, it’ll be something. And if you do, would you like us to buy you …’ he paused for a second, ‘Oh, I don’t know, what about a few CDs? You obviously enjoy music.’ He nodded towards Billy’s earphones. ‘How’s that for an incentive?’ he added, waiting for a response, and when Billy made no reply he said, ‘If your dad was alive, he’d be so proud if you did well at school.’
Irritated by the mention of his father, Billy just smiled, knowing it would never happen. One thing was for sure though, there’d be trouble when Mr Pearce or the Head contacted them.
From now on he had no intention of doing schoolwork that held no interest for him. And the more they got onto him, the more he’d rebel against it.
When Uncle James left, Billy closed his eyes with relief and soon afterwards fell asleep. 
The next day he made up his mind not to take part in any of the lessons; he’d go to class and just sit there.
As the day wore on it became obvious to his mates what he was up to. They egged him on to be even more obstreperous. Each time the teacher asked him a question, Billy shrugged his shoulders, not even attempting an answer. When he spoke, all he said was, ‘I don’t know.’
His classmates smirked with amusement as he sat there not taking notes. Instead he stared into space.
No one confronted him – perhaps they feared upsetting him. But on his way home he understood he couldn’t face school any longer. Without his family he was nothing.
At the bungalow that night he behaved normally, making pleasant conversation with his aunt and uncle as they ate their evening meal, and later they watched television together.
Afterwards he did his usual disappearing act to his bedroom to work. He lay on the bed, books dotted about in front of him. A short time later footsteps passed his bedroom door, then the usual ‘goodnight’ from his aunt and uncle to which he replied, ‘see you in the morning’. Both of them being so nice suffocated him – just wait until breakfast time, when he announced he wasn’t going to school. Would they be so nice then?
James shook Billy at the usual time the next morning. He got up saying nothing, and washed and changed into his school clothes.
After eating a plate of bacon and eggs at the kitchen table, he moved to the living room, switched on the television, and waited for Uncle James.
Then, right on cue, his uncle came in, Aunt Violet behind him, saying, ‘Ready for the off?’
Billy looked up and calmly said, ‘No.’
‘Pardon?’
‘I can’t go there again, Uncle.’ Billy stared straight at one then the other, waiting to see their reaction. No one could make him go if he didn’t want to.




CHAPTER 8

Following a few seconds of silence, each appeared dumbstruck. Billy watched his uncle’s neck redden.
‘Billy, what’s going on? What do you mean, you’re not going again? If there’s a problem at school, talk to us about it.’
‘I’ve told you – I can’t face it any longer.’
‘You can’t not go, son. Everyone has to go to school whether they like it or not. It’s the law, and if you don’t, we’ll all be in big trouble,’ Uncle James said, undoing the buttons of his coat.
‘You can’t force me, Uncle, no matter what they do.’
James frowned, looked across at his wife for help, but for once she sat there stunned. Billy knew when this had started: the day Katie died. It had knocked the stuffing out of him, and when his dad killed himself it was the final straw. He’d lost interest in everything, and wanted to be left alone to grieve.
‘Come on, son, you’ll be late. I agree you’ve had a lot of upsets recently, but for God’s sake don’t let it hold you back. You can’t throw your education away like this.’
There he goes again, calling me son, Billy thought. Why does he keep doing that? But all he said was, ‘It’s my life; I’ll do what I want. I won’t go back, whatever you do.’
‘I hear what you’re saying, but why?’ Uncle James said. ‘Why the sudden hatred of school? Has someone upset you or bullied you? Or did you start off on the wrong foot with one of the teachers? Whatever it is, we’ll sort it out.’
‘There’s no one reason. It’s everything. I miss my family so much.’
‘We miss your family too, Billy. It’s life and we have to move on, no matter how hard it is. Think they’d be happy at what you’re doing? I don’t think so. I can see I shall have to pay a visit to the school myself and find out what’s what,’ James asserted, turning to his wife.
‘It’s looking that way,’ Violet agreed. Then to her nephew she said, ‘You know, if you play truant, they’ll take you away from us. Is that what you want? To end up living with strangers?’
‘I don’t care what happens!’ Billy said grouchily, putting his feet up on the table, triggering James to comment, ‘And you can take those off the table. That’s one thing you’re not getting away with.’ In a more amiable tone of voice, he carried on, ‘You say you don’t want to go to school, but you have to. You need an education. And you’ll achieve nothing, and what will you do with yourself all day? You’ll be bored silly. To throw your schooling away is such a waste of your undoubted talent.’
Billy turned from them, saying, ‘It’s my life, I’ll do what I want. Now can you please leave me alone.’
James seemed perplexed and glanced at his wife, who looked as flummoxed as him. Aunt Violet spoke first. ‘Billy, please don’t do this. You might get away with it for now, but eventually you’ll have to fall in line, it’s the law.’
He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t much care any more.’
‘Why make it difficult, son? You could have a lovely little life with us – you’re spoiling it for yourself.’
His abrupt reply was,
‘I’m not your son, and I’m not listening to this.’
‘This has gone far enough,’ his uncle said. But Billy wasn’t interested; he got up and walked out.
He headed for his bedroom, leaving the sound of his uncle’s distraught voice behind him. After slamming the door shut, he flopped down on his bed hoping that would be an end to it and that nobody would come in trying to tell him what to do.
No one did follow him, and ten minutes later the front door closed. Uncle James going to work or to the school, Billy supposed. Billy lay back with his hands underneath his head and in the quietness of the room heard the faint noises of Aunt Violet doing the housework. He’d often wondered what she did at home; she’d told him she did the accounts for her husband’s grocery business, but she must still have a lot of time on her hands. Although it didn’t matter to him how she spent her day, so long as she left him alone.
As the hours passed, he got bored and hungry.
He left his room and ventured across the hall towards the kitchen. His aunt stood at the sink, sleeves rolled up, washing up. She glanced back and watched as he came in and sat down at the table.
With a tremor in her voice, she said, ‘You all right, Billy?’
‘Yes, can I have something to eat?’
‘Of course. Sandwich? I have ham, chicken or cheese.’
‘Cheese.’
She nodded, and made him the sandwich.
‘If you’d like a drink, you know where the orange squash is,’ she said, handing him the plate.
She never mentioned the earlier fracas and carried on as if nothing had happened. He guessed she hadn’t the nerve to say anything and might even fear him. And he doubted his uncle would confront him either; he’d tried to be strict but had soon backed down.
Once he’d finished the food, he sloped off to his room again to listen to the radio.
He mulled over what his uncle might have done. If he’d telephoned the school, it would have been to make the excuse that Billy was ill, or maybe he’d spoken to his form teacher.
Life wasn’t panning out as he wanted. Other than his dislike of school, he hadn’t thought past refusing to go, and the trouble it might bring. What of the future? At some point, when his uncle returned from work, they would discuss his problems. Another ordeal he dreaded facing.
After they’d eaten their evening meal in a tense atmosphere, Uncle James said in a serious tone of voice, ‘Billy, this situation won’t go away. I had to phone the school to tell them you were ill. That’s all right for one day, but it’s the last time I’ll lie for you. You must go back tomorrow, whether you like it or not.’
Billy closed his eyes and shook his head.
‘We have an obligation to make sure you attend school. And while we can’t physically force you, if you won’t be persuaded, there will be trouble for us as your guardians. As your aunt tried to point out to you this morning, you could be taken into care, and that’ll be a lot worse than living with us, believe me. It’s up to you.’
Billy said, ‘I ought to leave, anyway. I’ve caused enough upset for you.’ James looked bemused, and stared at his nephew as he carried on, ‘I’m not going back to school, but I don’t want to get you in trouble.’
His uncle and aunt didn’t know how to handle the situation. After a few seconds, James said, ‘Don’t you want to do well? Make your dad proud of you.’
‘What for? No one’s left to see it. And besides, Mum was more interested in going off with another woman and Dad killed himself rather than be here for me. If only Katie was still alive, we could have helped each other. I cry for her every day. We were close you know, me and my kid sister. I miss her so much.’
‘For all you know, they might be looking down on you, feeling so upset at what you’re doing,’ Aunt Violet said.
‘Oh, sure they are,’ Billy said, getting to his feet. ‘I can’t take this any more of this.’
‘Don’t talk to your aunt in that tone. Where are you going now?’
‘Nowhere. You’re not my Dad. You can’t tell me what to do.’ He dashed out, slamming the door shut, heading for the back garden. If James came after him, he’d run away the first chance he got.
They’d be talking about him. Well, they’d got more than they bargained for, taking him in. But Uncle James had already phoned to say he was sick. Perhaps if he continued to be awkward, this pretence might carry on even longer.
The situation did continue for the rest of the week, and by Friday Uncle James gave up his attempts to wake him.
On Sunday afternoon Uncle James broached the subject again, saying, ‘Billy, a word please.’
‘What now, Uncle, I’m trying to watch the football!’
‘Well, it’s like this, I phoned the Headmaster on Friday and arranged for him to visit us tomorrow.’
‘Well, I’m off out if he comes.’
‘It won’t be as easy as that. You’ve stayed away from school for a whole week – supposedly ill – and I’ve gone along with it, but I don’t intend lying for you any longer. If you’re dead set against school, you must face up to the consequences.’
Billy didn’t reply, but he was shaking inside.
James continued. ‘You’re under age, and it’s the law of the land that everyone has to go to school until sixteen years of age.’ He waited for a response, but his nephew still wouldn’t answer. ‘The authorities will deal with this. It’ll be out of my hands.’
‘Maybe, maybe not.’
A stalemate of sorts prevailed, both sides wondering what the outcome would be.
He’d made his position quite clear, but come Monday morning, once again he was shaken awake.
‘Now then, are you going to school today or not?’
Billy shook his head, but from the resolute look on his uncle’s face, he meant business.
‘This is your final warning. If you don’t go, the Headmaster will visit us and make arrangements for someone – God knows who – to intervene and you might be taken into care. I’m asking you this one last time.’
Billy sighed. He didn’t blame his uncle; he only did what he had to do.
‘I’ll have to go, won’t I?’ he said, realising he had little choice in the matter, and guessing if he didn’t comply they’d take him to a special school which he’d like even less than this one.
‘Yes, you will.’
Billy got up, put on his uniform, found his books, and went into the living room to wait for his uncle to give him a lift.
A few minutes later Uncle James came in. ‘Are you ready then?’
‘If I must.’
‘Glad you’ve come to your senses, son. In a few years’ time when you’re a hotshot working for a big company, you’ll thank us, I promise you.’
‘Oh, sure I will.’
At the front door Aunt Violet gave him one of her affectionate hugs. ‘Good luck,’ she said, no doubt relieved all their troubles were over.
The journey took longer than normal as James insisted on dropping him directly outside the school gates. He also made a point of watching him go into the building before carrying on to work. Billy glanced back and watched his uncle drive away.
He walked over to the form room, to the surprised looks of not only his classmates but the form master. After registration, while the rest of the class continued to their first lesson, Billy quietly slipped out to the park where people walked dogs, a few took an early-morning stroll, and on the far side a group played bowls. He took off his blazer and pushed it into his school bag.
He passed the play area resisting the temptation to try out the recently erected keep-fit equipment, then travelled across the lush green grass, down towards the man-made lake on the far side. Several well-established trees dotted around the perimeter provided shade to the benches below. Billy sat down, strangely relaxed and at peace. Maybe he’d visit the family grave later, half wishing he could be wherever they’d gone to, if there was such a place.
After a time, a little hungry, he made for the nearest chip shop, bought a bag of chips with his bus fare money, and sat on the wall outside to eat them. Then, worried he may see one of his mates, he rushed back to the park to find a secluded spot and sat down, eventually dozing off. He awoke with a start. It was four o’clock, after the time he usually started back. Better get a move on. He’d spent his bus fare, so he’d have to walk, but he’d say the bus didn’t turn up.
And when he returned, Aunt Violet smiled, saying, ‘And how did your first day go?’
‘Fine thanks. Got a lot of catching up to do,’ he lied, ‘but I’ll get there.’ Thank God she hadn’t noticed he was late.
‘Hope so, Billy, for your sake,’ she remarked.
At tea time when Uncle James came in from work, he smiled at Billy, looking relieved his nephew had agreed to return to school.
Afterwards Billy rushed to his room on the pretence he’d got homework to do. And as usual he carried on the charade when his uncle checked up on him later, and he had various text books scattered about.
And, having got away with it on that first day, he assumed he could carry on. For the rest of the week he went to school for registration, got his mark and sneaked out without going to any classes. His main ports of call after escaping school were the shopping centre and the park, where he was inconspicuous. Sooner or later he’d be found out, but he didn’t care.
The days passed and, on the whole, Billy was contented if a little bored. No more nagging from the teachers or his uncle and aunt. And the weather was mild and dry too.
But on Friday afternoon, four weeks into the autumn term, on leaving the cinema, he saw it was already getting dark. It was well after his usual time and he’d spent what bit of money he had on the afternoon’s entertainment. Damn, he thought, running towards home.
As he entered the kitchen, Aunt Violet looked first at the clock and then at him.
‘Sorry I’m late, Aunt, I stayed behind for football practice.’
‘That’s fine. Just let me know the next time, will you?’ she said.
‘Okay.’ He shrugged his shoulders.
Billy got changed, wondering why she was in a mood. He was only thirty minutes later than normal, for God’s sake.
At dinner the atmosphere was tense with little or no conversation. But his uncle’s raised eyebrows and aunt’s pursed lips spoke volumes. Straight away he feared they’d cottoned on to his charade, so no sooner had he finished his meal than he got up to leave the table.
‘Billy, please sit down. I’d like a word with you.’
Alarms bells rang in Billy’s head at the sound of his uncle’s loud voice. He turned from the door to see a beckoning finger.
‘What have I done now?’ he said, standing there in a slovenly manner.
‘Sit down,’ James ordered.
‘Is this going to take long? Because I’ve got loads of homework to do.’
‘Oh, really. And what homework would that be? Since you haven’t been to school for God knows how long.’
‘Eh?’ Billy said, feigning innocence.
‘You heard me. What are you playing at? Thought you were being clever, didn’t you? Getting your marks and then disappearing. Well, not any more. The school have written to us, and we’ve spoken to the Head on the phone.’
Billy looked up and down. ‘And?’
‘Is that all you can say? You’ve lied yet again. What’s the matter with you?’ Uncle James said. ‘Just what do you hope to achieve?’
‘Nothing, but I hate school.’
‘Look, love,’ Aunt Violet soothed. ‘Not many kids like school, but they still have to go.’
‘I’m not like them. They haven’t been through what I’ve been through. Nor have they lost their Mum and Dad and sister and seen the things I’ve seen.’
‘Yes, but this isn’t about that sorry episode. And your aunt’s right, most children would prefer not to go to school, but they do go. From now on, I’ll be escorting you in and out of school, and when you’re there, a teacher will take you to and from each lesson. This is your last chance, Billy – any more trouble and I wouldn’t like to think what will happen to you.’ He jabbed a finger in his nephew’s direction and went on, ‘I don’t know what your parents would say, I really don’t!’
Billy groaned but remained silent.
‘And no more sneaking off to your room pretending to work. Your homework will be done here’ – he prodded the dining table – ‘where we can keep an eye on you. We want to see what you’re up to.’
‘This is pathetic,’ Billy moaned. ‘Why can’t you leave me alone? What does it matter to you, anyway? You aren’t my mum and dad. You don’t care about me.’
‘Ah, but we do care – that’s the point,’ Aunt Violet said. ‘We wouldn’t be doing this if we didn’t. Make something of yourself, Billy, before it’s too late. You have the brains to do anything you want, if you put your mind to it. How tragic would it be if your life was wasted like your dad’s?’
‘I’ve had enough of this,’ Billy said, moving towards the dining room door.
Uncle James got up in a flash and grabbed hold of his arm. ‘Where are you going?’
‘To my room, but if you don’t let go of me I’ll go a lot further than that,’ Billy warned, trying to wriggle free.
‘James, let him go.’
Uncle James persisted for a little while, but at last Billy got free. ‘You try to stop me once more, Uncle, and you’ll regret it. I’m going out and maybe I won’t come back.’
‘Billy, don’t do this.’
He was sick of them going on at him all the time; he didn’t answer or glance back. In the hall, he put on his coat, opened the front door and was gone. Not even stopping to shut it. With his collar pulled up against the cold wind, he hurried down the road. He turned his head around, but no one followed. Thank God.
How he hated people trying to get him to do things he didn’t want to do. They had no idea what he’d gone through in such a short space of time. He wanted to run away and never come back. But he had nowhere to go, no friends or family to turn to. He only had his aunt and uncle, and they were obsessed with him being the best at everything, which he could never be.
He shivered, put his hands in his pockets and headed towards Dexford, now emptying of people, shoppers and workers alike. As he took the familiar route to the town, the question uppermost in his mind was: where could he spend the night? The last thing he wanted was to return to his aunt and uncle’s.
Not the shopping centre or library; if they were still open, it wouldn’t be for long so he walked to the park. Although the light had faded he could still go in. As usual of late he passed the play area, making for the far side to the lake where he sat on a bench skirting the water. He watched the ducks and other water birds, all busy in their own worlds. Close by were a flock of Canadian geese who would soon up and leave. What uncomplicated lives they all led.
He walked over to the bridge which crossed the lake. He stopped halfway, leaned over the railings and watched the birds feeding themselves.
He pressed his body against the rail, staring down at the murky depths, wondering how deep it was. Had he the guts to do it? Probably not.
It was almost pitch-black save for the dim streaks of street lights filtering through the trees. Where to now? Not back to the town: instead he’d go in the other direction.
Outside the park gates he turned right, walked on to where the road veered sharply to the left. This would be an ideal place: with the traffic taking the bend too fast and the poor street lighting it would be difficult to see pedestrians.
Whatever the future held, it wouldn’t be good. The thought of three or four more years at school dismayed him. What a quandary, how he wished his dad was here to guide him. What reason did he have to carry on? All he had to come was more pain and suffering on his own. The only way out was to be with his father.
Cars surged by in either direction; this was his only option. He walked towards the edge of the footpath.
Although he wanted his life to end he wasn’t afraid of death itself, only the pain involved. But it would be over in seconds, he told himself. He didn’t look as he stepped out into the road but felt the whoosh of air from passing traffic. Then, moving quickly into the path of the next oncoming car, the beep of a vehicle’s horn startled him. As he waited for the impact to come, a thought flashed into his head: what would his aunt and uncle make of this? Would they blame themselves, or put it down to recent events? The tyres screeched as the vehicle skidded across the tarmac in a last-ditch attempt to avoid him.
What hit him was a small hatchback that slid into
the kerbside. Darkness enveloped him.
<><><>
How long Billy had lain there he didn’t know. He opened his eyes to see a crowd of concerned onlookers. A young man knelt by him, quietly talking to him. And as he came to his senses, he caught the drift of what he was saying, ‘we were frightened to move you … an ambulance is on its way.’ He felt the warmth of a blanket placed over him.
By the time he was fully conscious, his head throbbed and pain down the right side of his body had set in. He lay still, terrified of moving in case the agony intensified.
Closing his eyes, he drifted in and out of consciousness. And in his mind his mum whispered, ‘It’s no good feeling sorry for yourself, or looking for someone to blame, this was your own doing. You must pull yourself together.’




CHAPTER 9

Barely aware of what was going on, Billy heard the whirring sirens of the
emergency vehicles in the distance. Then, almost at once, the accident site became a hive of activity with two police cars and an ambulance arriving, all with flashing lights.
One of the crew assessed his injuries and after a few minutes inserted a cannula into the back of Billy’s hand. Seconds later his pain lessened, and he was eased onto a stretcher.
During the journey to hospital he drifted into a relaxing sleep. He saw visions of his mother and father at home in Clifton Street. Katie was sitting on the floor opening presents and they were all laughing; they looked in his direction and the joviality stopped as he tripped and fell to the ground.
<><><>
He opened his eyes to find he was lying in an unfamiliar room with three other people around him. Every muscle in his body ached. Then, remembering what he’d done, he noticed his right leg and arm were both in plaster. But the excruciating pain down the side of his chest was almost unbearable. He panicked, tried to sit up, and in doing so dislodged the flex
attached to his left hand; the monitor bleeped, and in rushed a nurse.
‘I don’t want to be here,’ Billy shouted.
‘You haven’t got a choice right now, dear,’ she said calmly. ‘But it won’t be for long and you’ll be able to go home in a few days.’
Home, he thought. I haven’t got a home. He didn’t reply, just lay there feeling perplexed.
After giving Billy a drink and two of what she called ‘painkillers’ the nurse left him to tend to other patients. Soon he drifted off to sleep again and dreamt of his father.
He woke around midday to the sound of rattling crockery. Opening his eyes, he saw three other patients, all much older than him, sitting up, tucking into their dinner.
‘Ah, glad to see you’re awake, my dear. Like something to eat?’ the nurse propping him up in bed asked.
‘I’m not hungry right now.’
‘Come on, everyone likes chips. Sure you wouldn’t like any?’
He shook his head.
‘How are you, young man?’
‘The same.’
Nonetheless, the catering assistant pulled the trolley towards him, placing a portion of chips and a slice of bread and butter on a table which she pulled towards him
Before he could object she’d walked off and he could hear her voice from the corridor chatting away.
Half an hour later the visitors’ bell rang and in they streamed, amongst them Violet and James Price.
‘Billy!’ Aunt Violet exclaimed, tears in her eyes. ‘How do you feel, my love? You’ve had us worried sick.’
‘We couldn’t believe it, son,’ Uncle James said, shaking his head. ‘When we had the phone call from the police, I only heard the words “car accident” and I pictured you lying there in the middle of the road, dead. I couldn’t have coped with that.’
‘No, your uncle’s right. We’ve both got used to you living with us, despite’ – she nodded as if to reinforce her statement before carrying on –‘this business with the school.’ She dried her eyes.
‘Okay, love,’ James said, ‘don’t get upset. We won’t go into that now. Just as long as he gets better, nothing else matters.’
Billy felt so guilty, they’d bent over backwards for him, but he’d been so obsessed with his own grief that he’d been unable to relate to anyone or anything. He said, ‘I’m so sorry, I just wanted to be with Dad.’
‘I understand, Billy, but that’s because of all the trauma you’ve suffered.’
‘You’ve come through that. Put this behind you, eh? Look to the future and rebuild your life – it’s not too late. But please don’t make us go through this again – it’s more than either of us could stand, isn’t it, James?’ Aunt Violet said, flushed with emotion.
‘It certainly is. We know you’d rather have your parents here with you, but remember we meant what we said in the beginning: we’re here to help you, no matter what problems you have.’
Billy looked up at them both and, realising their feelings were genuine, was ashamed not only of how he’d behaved but of his attitude too. His dad, too, would have been ashamed.
‘I didn’t mean to hurt you, but it seemed the only way out.’
‘Never mind that now,’ Aunt Violet said. ‘You’ve come through and you’re still alive. It’ll take a while for your injuries to heal, but when they have, you still have a bright future to look forward to. And we’ll be right behind you, I promise.’
He grabbed hold of her hand. ‘You mean that?’
‘Yes, we do. We’ve been here every day, and we’ll keep coming until you come home,’ his uncle said. ‘We don’t intend to push you into anything, but you must remember the law states you have to go to school. But after that it’s up to you.’
Billy gave them a slight smile. ‘Thanks, Uncle James, Aunt Vi. I’ve had so much going around my head, I didn’t know what I was doing.’
Then his aunt hugged and kissed him, causing his uncle to comment, ‘Come on, Violet, enough of that, you’re embarrassing the lad.’
‘Sorry, I can’t help it.’
‘When I go back to school I’ll join the football club. I may even give cricket a go.’ He looked from one to the other and continued, ‘I’m talking about the after-school clubs. I’ve nearly wasted my life and let you down, as well as Mum and Dad.’
‘No point dwelling on the past because you can’t change it. The future is in your own hands. And we’re here to help any way we can.’
Although still weak and in pain he saw Uncle James and Aunt Violet as they really were for the first time, loving and caring. Maybe he’d been placed with them for a reason; suddenly his life didn’t seem as bad as he’d imagined.
The bell rang to end visiting time.
‘Right then, Billy, if we don’t go now they’ll throw us out. But I’m sure you’re on the mend – we’ll see you tomorrow, eh? Think about what we’ve said and decide what you want to do,’ Aunt Violet said before kissing him once again.
Once they’d gone Billy’s guilt crept up on him again. He’d blamed them for everything, expecting them to put it right. But now he saw everything in a different light and realised he should be grateful. And he made a vow to repay them for their devotion.
<><><>
Billy did exactly what the doctors told him and was home quicker than expected. After three weeks the pain he’d experienced from his broken ribs had all but gone and he was allowed home. But with his leg and arm still in plaster and being unable to walk without the aid of crutches, he didn’t return to school. Arrangements were made for him to be educated at home whilst he recuperated.
He was absent for ten weeks; on his return he prepared himself mentally to endure any snide or hurtful comments from his classmates. But he needn’t have worried, they welcomed him back, which he was grateful for.
Although he was behind in his studies, thanks to his aunt and uncle’s help, he caught up.
Now staring at his first paper, English Language, in his final mock exams, his hands were jittery at the thought of the task at hand. He soothed his forehead with his fingers and sat there for a few minutes, his heart beating fast. How on earth would he answer any of these damn questions? He looked around at all the examinees engrossed in the paper in front of them. Taking in deep breaths he read the question paper through, calmed himself down and wrote his answers. To his astonishment the words flowed unabated into his head.
Two weeks later the exams were over. Whether he’d reap the rewards of his endeavours remained to be seen, but he’d given it his best shot and could relax for a while.
Towards the end of the school year, the results were out and to Billy’s relief he’d achieved average marks, except for Maths and English where he excelled, attaining over seventy per cent. Due to the hard work he’d put in, and his aunt and uncle’s support, he could hand over his report with confidence. What a turnaround from last year when his uncle had been so disappointed. When James and Violet saw his report, they were ecstatic.
His aunt hugged and kissed him, saying, ‘Billy, you’ve done brilliantly.’
‘It’s a miracle, son,’ Uncle James said, smiling. ‘If you’d had the same start as everyone else, you might have been top of the class.’
‘Well, maybe, maybe not,’ he replied modestly.
‘Do the same next year Billy, and who knows what might happen,’ Aunt Violet said.
He smiled, not as convinced as his aunt and uncle.
<><><>
Still driven by a determination to succeed, Billy surprised his teachers and classmates alike. Instead of the disruptive, uncooperative individual they’d been used to seeing, he’d turned into a model pupil. Now, in class, he paid attention to every word spoken by his tutors and became ultra-competitive, trying to outdo his peers.
Although quietly confident, he didn’t quite expect eight grade As and four grade Bs for his GCSEs, a magnificent achievement according to his aunt and uncle.
This allowed him to enrol on A Level courses in English, History and Psychology at Dexford College, which led him to gain three grade As.
His uncle and aunt were elated, James in particular, and after slapping his nephew on the back, he said, ‘Well, Billy, when you came here after your mum died, we were so worried, especially that first year. We were at our wits’ end wondering what would become of you. It took the accident, which we won’t go into, to turn it all around. Since then you’ve gone from strength to strength. These results are the icing on the cake. We’re so proud, Billy, and as a thank-you we’ve got you a little surprise.’
‘Let’s have a look, shall we?’ Violet said, already rushing to the front door.
Much to his amazement, standing on the drive parked behind their Vauxhall Cavalier was a red Ford Fiesta, its paintwork spotless. The adrenaline pumped through his body as he gazed at the car.
‘Aren’t you going to say anything, love?’ Aunt Violet said.
‘I’m lost for words, nobody’s ever given me anything like this before,’ Billy admitted. ‘But I can’t even drive yet.’
‘That’s all in hand. The other part of your present is twelve driving lessons. The plan is that you’ll have passed your test before you go to university. But if you can’t manage it, I’ll drive you.’
‘Thanks, Uncle James, that means a lot. I’ll do everything I can to pass my test, as soon as possible.’
‘Well, if you put as much into learning to drive as you did into your college work, it won’t be long before you’re on your way,’ Aunt Violet said.
Billy grinned. This was reminiscent of how his life had been with his mum and dad before their troubles.
In the ensuing weeks before starting at Cleeford University, Billy started the driving lessons and Uncle James took him out to practise during the quieter times. Right from the outset he seemed a natural, so much so that within three months he was ready to take the test. And a few weeks into his English course at university, he passed.
At first, he found university difficult. He missed his aunt and uncle and was homesick. For his final two years, he shared a flat with three other students who had been in his first-year halls. Ted and two girls, Amy and Val. He was close friends with all of them, and being in the same classes made life easier. The step up to university was a big one; the work was hard, and for a time he feared he wouldn’t make it. But the two girls in particular were clever and hard-working. They helped each other, and after much study together they were ready to sit the final exams.
Amy, the prettier of the two girls, with dark hair and sparkling blue eyes, pulled Billy to one side once they came out.
‘So how do you think you did?’ she asked.
‘I wouldn’t like to predict my result, but I’ve put everything into it. You?’
‘Yeah, all right. Listen, do you want to come out with us tonight? We’re going to the Bier Keller in town to celebrate the end of our course.’
‘Yeah, don’t see why not. It’s all in the lap of the gods now. Be good to let my hair down a little for one night,’ Billy said.
‘Okay, great stuff.’
‘Who else is coming?’
‘Most of the guys in our class. Val and Ted too.’
‘It’s a deal. So what time?’
‘Around nine.’
‘Okay.’
As soon as they got back to the flat, Billy phoned his aunt and uncle, told them the exams were over, and now came the long wait for the results. He was quietly confident, but he’d take nothing for granted.
Billy sat beside Amy for a time watching television, all the time wondering what had happened to Val and Ted.
‘Where have they got to?’ Billy asked.
‘Don’t know. Probably gone out together, you know what Ted’s like for having a drink. Val, too, I shouldn’t wonder.’
‘Shame, would have liked to ask them how they’d got on.’
‘We’ll see them later at the Bier Keller, we can ask them then.’
‘Yeah.’
‘You know, I’m going to miss you. It’s been a hard slog, but we’ve worked well together.’
‘Don’t think I could have done it without you,’ said Billy.
‘Thanks for the compliment,’ she said quietly.
‘Hey, what’s wrong? Have I said something to upset you?’
She shook her head.
He put his arm around her and she leaned her head against his shoulder.
‘So, what’s the matter?’
‘After today we’ll never see each other again.’
‘We will. I’ll arrange a get-together for a few weeks’ time. Just the four of us. And there’ll be graduation day.’
‘Yes, but it won’t be the same. Eventually we’ll just drift apart.’
‘That’s life, Amy. We all live in different parts of the country, have our own lives to live. It’s only natural for us to drift apart. We have our memories though, of the last three years, no one can take that away from us, can they?’
‘No, but what of the future?’
‘We can keep in touch, Amy, arrange to go out together for a reunion every year if you like. I’ll never forget you, you’re like the big sister I never had.’
Amy’s face dropped. ‘Is that all? Well, you certainly know how to flatter a girl. I thought … Oh, it doesn’t matter. I’ve just remembered, I promised a friend I’d go and see her this afternoon. I’ll see you later then.’
‘Amy …’ he said, but she’d gone.
Later at the Bier Keller, she didn’t turn up. Billy had an idea of what she wanted, but he didn’t feel ready for a serious relationship yet. He had a career to pursue. But he liked her and often wondered how his life might have panned out if he’d gone along with her wishes.
Some weeks later he got the news he had graduated with a first class honours degree, to the delight of his uncle and aunt.
After the graduation day was over, Uncle James offered to take them out for a meal.
‘Uncle, there’s no need to do this. Today has to be one of the best days of my life. I’m overjoyed, I can tell you. So please don’t waste your money on me.’
‘Don’t be silly. I’m not, but anyway it’s mine to waste.’
‘You’ve both done enough for me. If Mum and Dad were still here, you wouldn’t –’ The sentence went unfinished as Violet butted in.
‘Billy, whatever it cost to help you, we’ve spent willingly, haven’t we, James?’ She turned to her husband who nodded, and then continued, ‘We had a ropy start at first, but that was to be expected after what you’d been through.’
With all that sorted, they dined out and returned home late.
Uncle James opened a bottle of champagne. With the bottle in one hand and the glasses in the other, he said, ‘It’s about time I joined in the celebration. You two have been knocking back the drinks all night,’ he joked, ‘while I remained teetotal because I was driving.’
‘I never gave it a thought, I got carried away with the celebrations. And I suppose I ought to have been driving because it’s my car.’
James laughed. ‘Not to worry, only kidding.’
They sat back and enjoyed their drinks.
‘Well, Billy, what a wonderful day. And it’s gone so quick.’ He raised his glass. ‘Here’s hoping you’re just as successful in the career you choose.’
‘Yes, I agree with your uncle,’ Aunt Violet said, ‘but be sure you’re not too far away from us.’
‘Thanks for all the encouragement and the occasional kick up the backside.’ He gestured in their direction. ‘All I’ve accomplished is down to you. I dread to think where I might have ended up. In a remand home, or maybe even worse: prison!’
‘Rubbish!’ Uncle James exclaimed. ‘All we did was support you. You did all the hard work. Don’t be so modest; accept it for what it is, a tremendous achievement.’
Billy didn’t answer; he was embarrassed by all the praise and pats on the back. So, being tired, he said, ‘If you don’t mind I’ll call it a night.’
‘Okay, we won’t be long ourselves.’
He slipped into bed, slightly intoxicated, and within seconds had drifted off to sleep.
<><><>
His decision to become a teacher met with his uncle and aunt’s approval, but his choice for teacher training was some distance from them, which he expected wouldn’t go down well. But to his surprise, they were as supportive as usual.
Sadly, once Billy had settled into university life again and found new friends, his promise to visit regularly and telephone once a week went by the board, culminating in little contact.
He justified his actions with a plan to spend the whole of the Christmas break with them.
Then, one Friday, well into the first semester, a member of the secretarial staff came in search of him. She’d received a call from a Mrs Violet Price, who asked if he could contact her urgently.
He left the lecture theatre puzzled. Why did she want to speak to him? 
Outside the main building he turned his mobile on. He had a few missed calls. Three of them in the last forty-five minutes from his aunt. He tried to call her as a sense of foreboding enveloped him.
‘Hallo, Aunt Violet, it’s only me,’ he said. Total silence except for a slight sniffling sound. ‘Aunt, are you there?’
‘Yes … yes. I’m so sorry to disturb you, but I have some bad news.’
‘Oh no, what now?’
‘It’s … it’s your Uncle James.’
‘Uncle James?’
‘Yes, he … he … passed away … earlier this morning.’
‘What! But how? I mean I don’t understand.’
‘He had a heart attack ... In the shop. They rushed him to hospital, but he never recovered.’
‘When did this happen?’
‘Yesterday morning. I’ve been at the hospital all day until the early hours.’
‘I’m coming home, straight away,’ he said, placing the phone back in his pocket.
Awash with emotion, he bowed his head and leant against the wall. A hand touched his arm, and he saw the secretary, who must have followed him, looking concerned.
‘Are you all right?’ she asked.
He nodded, trying to pull himself together, eventually answering, ‘Yes, it’s my uncle, he’s looked after me since my father died. He’s passed away. I have to go.’
‘Do you want someone to drive you?’
‘No, I’ll be fine. I have my car.’
Within fifteen minutes he’d returned to his room, stuffed a few items into a rucksack and was on his way, wondering how he’d handle this.
Whilst the motorway was busy, there were no holdups, but the nearer he got to his destination, the guiltier he became. He’d had little contact with his aunt and uncle over the last few months, let alone visiting them. And yet still he experienced a warmth, thinking of his life at the bungalow. He opened the door and went straight to the living room and found Aunt Vi sitting in the corner of the sofa staring into space. Two other women sat with her, holding her hands. Billy recognised them as two of her three sisters.
She got up and walked into his outstretched arms. Then they both wept unashamedly in mutual grief.
‘Aunt Violet, I can’t believe it,’ he said.
‘Nor I. It was so sudden. He was always so healthy, we never knew he had something wrong with his heart.’
‘You should have sent for me earlier. I’d have come straight away.’
‘I kept hoping he’d pull through and I didn’t want to disrupt your studies.’
‘You’ve both been so good to me, when I didn’t deserve it. And I never had the chance to tell him …’
‘He knew, Billy. By what you achieved afterwards.’
Billy didn’t reply, remembering how he’d behaved when he first came into their lives. Eventually he asked, ‘When’s the funeral?’
‘Next week. Stay here tonight, but tomorrow go back to uni. I’ll make the arrangements, no need for you to get involved. Just come down for the funeral.’
He smiled. ‘No way. How can I leave you to it?’ Then he held up his hands. ‘So it’s no good, my mind’s made up.’
‘Uncle James always said you’d make a brilliant teacher. But he wouldn’t want you to miss out on your studies for him.’
Billy shook his head to emphasise his words. ‘I shall stay until it’s over.’
How he wished he had his uncle’s confidence in his ability to become a teacher. One thing was for sure, he’d give his all to make something of his life, considering the sacrifice his father had made, and the resolute determination of his uncle.
<><><>
Eight days later, on a bright but cold day, the funeral took place. Much to Billy’s surprise, St John’s Church was full to the gunnels with mourners. And although both he and his aunt had their moments of grief, the large turnout proved James had been well-liked and respected, which eased their sorrow.
The funeral went off as well as could be expected, but throughout the service Billy worried over his aunt’s plight. How would she carry on without her husband? Although she had siblings to turn to, he guessed she wouldn’t want to be a burden on them.
Now, the day after, his few belongings were packed and he was ready to return to university. But seeing the tears brimming in her eyes, he said, ‘Look, I won’t go. I can take over the shop for Uncle James.’
‘You have to leave, son. I don’t want you looking after an old woman like me. I shall sell the shop.’
‘Hey, less of that. You’re only in your sixties, you have plenty of years ahead of you.’
‘Maybe. But the best part of my life is over now James has gone. You make something of yourself, while you still can.’ She stopped to dry her eyes. ‘Besides, it’s what your uncle wanted.’
He hugged her tightly and not only promised to visit whenever possible but said he would phone too. When she smiled without comment, Billy realised she was putting on a brave face.
He phoned twice a week, and although he struggled to find something to talk about, she gave the impression she was glad to hear from him.
Twelve weeks later, having studied hard and crammed as much revision into his spare time as possible, he took the teacher-training examinations. It would be two months before the results were out, and he planned to spend most of it with his aunt in Redburn.
He started out early and by midday he reached his destination, glad to be home. And the rumble in his stomach brought to mind his aunt’s steak and ale pies; perhaps she’d make one during the week.
As soon as he got out of the car, he got the shock of his life. A For Sale notice stood in the middle of the lawn, and over it was nailed a Sold notice. 
He thought he’d better ring the bell rather than use his key and give her a fright.
Her eyes widened with love when she saw him. She hugged him.
‘Hey, Aunt Violet, what’s with this For Sale sign? You never told me you were thinking of selling the house.’ His heartbeat increased.
‘I didn’t want to worry you with my problems.’
They went into the house and sat in the living room, and after making a cup of tea, she told him.
‘The thing is, I miss James so much, and I find it hard on my own. Oh, I have family who come and see me when they can, but I’m still alone a lot of the time.’
‘I’ll be able to visit more now I’ve finished teacher training.’
She shook her head. ‘I don’t want you fussing over me for the rest of my life. You have your own life to lead.’
‘Aunt Violet …’
‘No, Billy.’
‘So where are you moving to?’
‘Scotland.’
‘Dear God, that’s so far away. How am I ever going to visit you up there?’
‘I’m sure you’ll find a way when you can.’
‘But why Scotland?’
‘Because it’s something completely different, and because I have a sister who lives there. She lost her husband too, five years ago. I’ll be living with her in an old country house. The scenery is spectacular, so I’ll be going on lots of walks. I’m really looking forward to it.’
Billy smiled sadly.
‘Be happy for me, Billy. I can’t bring James back, and I have to live my life too. This is the best option for me, considering what’s happened.’
‘Yes, I can see that now, but I’m sad because I’ll miss you – what am I going to do without you?’
‘I’m sure you’ll get by. In time you’ll have a family of your own.’
‘When do you go?’
‘Four weeks’ time.’
‘Wow, so soon. I’ll have to move all my stuff out and find somewhere else to live.’
‘Yes, I’m sorry about that. I didn’t
want to worry you while you were studying and couldn’t do anything about it. I hope I’ve given you enough time.’
‘There’s plenty of rented accommodation around Dexford. I’ll soon find a place, don’t worry. I wish you luck, Auntie.’
‘Can I come and see you off?’
‘Of course, that would be very nice of you. I’ll look forward to that.’
‘It’s the least I can do after what you and Uncle James have done for me over the years.’
For Billy this was the end of another era, and perhaps the start of a new one.
<><><>
After getting through his teacher training, Billy secured a position as an English teacher at Wood Green Road High School in Dexford. Newly built with the latest facilities, its examination results were rated ‘outstanding’. Having found a rented semi-detached house in his home town during the holidays, he thought his future looked bright.




CHAPTER 10

September soon came around and with it the new school year. During the summer holidays, he spent three weeks cycling, taking in the beautiful countryside of the Languedoc region in the south of France. Now he felt ready to meet the challenges he had to face.
But, on the morning of the first day, jangling nerves left him sick with dread. Having spent six months as a student teacher training in several schools, he hoped to take it all in his stride. But sleep evaded him, and most of the night he hardly closed his eyes. Although tired, he got himself up, breakfasted and left early.
Still edgy on his journey to work, he turned on the radio and sang along with the tunes. By the time he reached the small car park beside the school he’d calmed down a little.
The main entrance and corridor leading to the staff room was alive with pupils; it was bedlam, all competing to see who could shout the loudest. At the end of the corridor he watched several teachers enter, although he recognised none of them. But he followed them in. He scanned the crowded room, looking for Vinnie Rhodes: his mentor for the first day. In the far corner, his stocky body shielded by an open newspaper, sat the senior English teacher, oblivious to the goings-on of his colleagues. Billy approached, and clearing his throat said, ‘Mr Rhodes …’
Vinnie looked up over the small round spectacles perched on the bridge of his nose, his chubby face showing recognition. ‘Aah, Mr Price, good to see you again. Looking forward to your first day?’
‘Yes, very much so.’
‘Glad to hear it. Hope you’re up for the challenge.’
‘Most definitely.’
‘Right, we won’t be doing a lot today. Year seven will be spending the day getting to know the school and finding out where everything is.’ He stopped, and shaking his head, added, ‘Don’t look so worried, they’ll be scared out of their wits facing the prospect of being in the big school. I shall be in the same boat as you; I don’t know any of them, and they won’t know us. At first, it’s a battle trying to remember their names.’ He laughed. ‘Mind you, with a younger head on your shoulders, you ought to be better at that than I am. But I’ll be keeping an eye on you for the first few days, and gradually you can fly solo once you’re comfortable with them.’
‘Sounds good to me.’
‘Okay, so we might as well go and wait for the little monsters to arrive,’ he joked.
Billy smiled. ‘Fine, I’m not worried … just a little apprehensive.’
Vinnie didn’t reply. But as they left the staff room, he pointed to the double doors in front of them. ‘It’s the last door on the right.’
The door was open and as he followed his mentor in he noticed, to his delight, the doorplate which read in bold black lettering: Mr W Price, Form 1W.
He walked over to the desk at the front of the class to join his colleague, taking in the bright and airy feel to the room. Other schools where he’d trained were shoddy compared to this, and as if reading the other man’s thoughts, Vinnie said, ‘It’s a fantastic school, but I’m afraid we’re very strict here, we expect our pupils to adhere to certain standards’ – he looked straight at Billy, his brow wrinkled, and he continued – ‘in dress and in behaviour too. We’re aware our values are deplored by some and regarded as rather outdated or even archaic, but the bottom line is we’re successful and achieve outstanding results.’
‘Yes, that’s one of reasons I came here. I’d like to make a difference and help kids of all backgrounds reach a high standard.’
Vinnie smiled. ‘I’m sure you’ll be a fine addition to our staff. I can see you mean well, but try not to be too enthusiastic. And don’t look so worried, it’s only friendly advice. If you’re too overeager you may set yourself up for a fall.’
Billy smiled in return, knowing he was only trying to help.
Minutes later, the bell rang, and the corridors were brimming with pupils, all, it seemed, talking at once. But on entering FORM 1W, the tumult ceased as they filed in, intent on securing a seat as far back from the teacher’s desk as possible.
‘Welcome, children, I’m Mr Rhodes, Head of the English department, and this is Mr Price, also new and who will be your English teacher this year. Let’s start with your names, shall we? I’d like you all to tell us a bit about yourself.’
He pointed to the first pupil in the far corner on the back row. ‘You there. Yes, you. Start by telling us your name, favourite subject, and which sports you prefer.’
Billy sympathised with the lad, who looked lost for words. Everyone had their say, and he soon noticed the different characters, some stricken by the task, others feisty, and one or two cheeky and rude – he’d have to watch them.
After calling the register, two boys handed out both the exercise and text books and the lesson began.
‘Page 54 in your text book contains the story of Pandora’s Box. It’s a shortened version and easier to understand.’ Glancing around the class he said, ‘I’ll read the passage, and then give you twenty minutes to answer the questions. After that I’d like you each to write a short paragraph on what the story implies.’ The heat rose from his neck, and he guessed his face to be bright red, but never mind, it was a step forward.
As he turned around to see his colleague busily writing, he whispered, ‘So far so good.’
‘You’re doing fine, Mr Price. You’ll soon have them eating out of your hand.’
‘I wouldn’t go that far. If you only knew what was going on inside,’ – he put his hand to his stomach – ‘I’m shaking like a leaf.’
‘We all have our own way of teaching … and dealing with problems. It’s difficult because they’re up to all sorts, all of them, but I try to see the lighter side to any problems. Rules are made to be followed, so you’ll have to show you’re in charge.’
Billy grinned, heartened by the reassurance. He saw what Vinnie was getting at. But how he’d put it into practice was anyone’s guess. And tomorrow he might be on his own.
But in the quietness of the classroom he remembered his father. How proud would he be of his achievements? One of his favourite sayings was: it’s surprising what you can do when you have to. But the spell was broken when a piece of screwed-up paper hit him on the head. He looked up to see the culprits.
‘That’s enough.’ Billy pointed to the two troublemakers, ‘You and you, get over here, now!’
Sheepishly they walked to the front of the class.
‘I’m warning you, I’m not a soft touch. You’re here to learn – if you’ve finished, there are other things you can get on with.’ Addressing everyone he added, ‘So take heed, all of you, I’ll not stand for any bad behaviour in my classroom.’ After dealing with the two perpetrators, telling them to return during the morning break to write lines, the rest of the lesson passed without a hitch.
Later that evening he reflected on the day’s events. To see how he dealt with the unruly few in the class, Vinnie had said he was a natural. He’d taken every element of the day in his stride, but whether he’d be so buoyant tomorrow night was another matter.
Mostly the morning had gone well, apart from the odd student pushing their luck, and he controlled his classes. He put it down to his determination to succeed whatever the cost.
Some of the pupils amazed him, imagining they could go through life without working. They held a debate during his weekly pastoral period about the pros and cons of either going to university or finding a job with enough prospects to get on. Everything went fine, albeit for a few, intent on getting a laugh. With the discussions over, Billy asked if they’d write a synopsis of the points mentioned. That’s when the disturbance occurred, and all hell broke loose. It started with paper aeroplanes and pens thrown across the room. The ring leader threw an object, an egg, which splattered against the wall, the shell dropping to the floor. But all the furore came to an abrupt stop when Billy said, ‘Right, that’s enough.’ In a flash he took the wooden board rubber and flung it to land on the desk in front of the culprit. And pointing, he said, ‘You, it’s Neil Watson, isn’t it? Get straight down to the Head NOW! And when you come back, clean this mess up too.’
On Monday, Vinnie came straight up to him in the staff room. ‘I gather you had a spot of bother on Friday?’
‘Er … yeah, you could say that.’
‘From what I hear, Neil Watson got his comeuppance.’ He lowered his voice before going on, ‘Between me and you, everyone has had enough of that young man, and were all singing your praises about how you handled the situation. These year eleven pupils can be really difficult – you did well. It reminded me of when I was at school, and all the teachers were strict, but that’s changed.’
He shook his head. ‘But I remember our geography teacher, Mr Cox, throwing the blackboard rubber like you did, oh yes, he’d got it to a fine art. When you came out of his class you were well and truly awake. You need to carry on keeping them under control from now on. Let them get the upper hand and you’ll never get them back. Understand what I’m saying?’
‘I do. It’s done wonders for my confidence, but I was scared. Years ago the deterrent to the student was the cane or ruler. Now you have to exert your authority in more subtle ways.’
Vinnie laughed and slapped him on the back.
Billy smiled. ‘I was annoyed with the lad, but it is difficult to deal with.’
He omitted the bit where he wanted to shake the living daylights out of him. He’d had enough to contend with in his life, no way would the likes of Watson prevent him from being successful.
‘Well, I’m standing here dishing out advice, and it seems you don’t need it. Although I’m always around should you want someone to talk to,’ Vinnie said.
Billy
walked into the classroom, apprehensive of how the kids would react, but he needn’t have worried as a different atmosphere prevailed. They were humble in his presence, and he no longer faced dissent, instead they were falling over themselves to do what he told them. A turning point perhaps? Well, time would tell, but he was ready to meet every eventuality.
<><><>
Two years passed. Billy’s resolve had paid off, and he now held the position of Deputy Head of the English Department.
But, while he enjoyed socialising with colleagues and had made a few friends at the gym he attended, he still experienced a sense of loneliness. The need to build a lasting relationship with someone he trusted and could confide in was an ache that refused to go away. But where would he meet such a person? Most of the single women he knew were part of the teaching staff at Wood Green. Maybe he ought to join a dating agency, he thought, smiling to himself.
One morning he passed a pupil in the corridor. She looked vaguely familiar. He thought her name was Sarah Baker. She always sat at the back of the class, never saying or contributing much. Yet her standard of work outshone her peers’, which puzzled him.
Sarah glanced at him, looking flustered and in her haste, dropped some of the books she was carrying. Billy stopped to help pick them up, saying, ‘We’re both late for class.’
‘Oh, yes.’ She laughed. ‘Thanks.’
‘No problem. It’s Sarah, isn’t it? Something of a dark horse, aren’t you? I’m impressed with your homework, but it would be even better if you’d contribute more in class, you have so much to offer.’
‘Yes, well, I don’t like drawing attention to myself, Mr Price. Don’t want everyone thinking I’m a big-head. I’d rather let my writing do the talking. But my dream is to be a novelist, so I spend a lot of my spare time writing.’
‘Good for you. That’s a great ambition. Hope you make it.’
‘Thank you, sir. I must get to my next class now.’
‘Let me see something you’ve written that’s not in the syllabus. I’ll do an appraisal, if you don’t mind criticism, that is.’
‘Wow, you mean that?’
He nodded, and with a grin she’d gone.
Then one dank afternoon a week later, after school, he sat busily marking. She breezed in wearing a woolly hat, a thick scarf wrapped around her neck, and her blue eyes were puffy, her nose red.
He stood up at once. ‘Oh dear – you don’t look as though you’ve been well at all!’
‘Yes, I’ve had two days off this week, I felt too ill to come into school. But I’m much better now.’ She placed two folders on the desk in front of him. One marked ‘Poems’, the other unmarked. ‘These are the poems and stories I was telling you about.’
‘Oh, yes, of course. Has anyone else ever read any of your work?’
‘No, sir. Except for Mum and she said they’re good, but she would, wouldn’t she?’ She pointed to the folders. ‘The first folder contains my poems, the second has two or three short stories.’
‘Oh, that’s great. I enjoy reading both. Most people struggle to do the one.’
‘I’d love to write a novel one day, sir. I’ve got plenty of ideas, but I have to work for my A Levels. I need to get good grades, so I can go to university. So that’s on the back burner for now.’
‘Not to worry, Sarah; it’s best to concentrate on getting your A Levels at present, they’re the most important thing.’
‘Better get going, I don’t want to hang about,’ – she pointed to her red nose and started to laugh – ‘especially with this cold.’
Billy thought her a breath of fresh air. He couldn’t wait to read her work, flattered that she’d entrusted it to him.
By the time he got home that evening he was up-to-date with his marking. Most nights he ate what his aunt termed ‘a microwave dinner’ and tonight was no different. After eating the shepherd’s pie and veg from the plastic container, he sat down to review Sarah’s work. He admired her ambition to become a writer.
Now sitting comfortably in front of the fire, he opened the folder marked ‘Poems’; there were twelve of them. The first one, entitled Feathered Friends, were her observations of the birds she’d seen through her bedroom window. He found it captivating, and despite the few rough edges, she had something: the work was fresh and original. An underlying talent which, if nurtured, couldn’t fail to lead her to a successful career – if not as a novelist, maybe a journalist or even a university lecturer.
The other poems were equally good, encompassing subjects including first love, parents, grandparents, and her dog.
Of the two short stories, one was a love story about a young girl who had been left brain-damaged following a car crash, and developed into a story of rekindled love that brought a tear to his eye.
Her work had potential, her imagination was vivid, and she had a way with words that kept the reader enthralled.
After he’d finished reading, Billy sat back in amazement, excited at the natural ability she possessed. Had she started to write a novel as she intimated was her ambition? If so, he wanted to see it.
Two days later, at the end of her next English lesson, she hung about waiting until everyone had gone. Then, sheepishly approached his desk and smiling, she said, ‘Dare I ask what you thought of my work?’
‘Well, Sarah, let me start off by saying thank you for letting me read your work. I feel privileged. The poems are so good, and the short stories too; the one about the car accident was so touching. One day, your work will be in print, believe me.’ There was a quiet moment before he continued, ‘If you don’t mind me saying … one minor criticism: keep your eye on your spelling and grammar, it might be your undoing. Otherwise – brilliant!’
‘Really!’
‘Yes. From your classwork to now these,’ – he thumbed through the folders on the desk – ‘I see no reason why you shouldn’t pass your A levels with flying colours.’
She flushed with delight, emphasising the deep blue of her eyes. Billy knew his contact should be limited to the school with his students, but her work intrigued him. ‘Let me see more of your work. Tell me, do you still wish to write a novel?’
She seemed to warm to this question as if it was the one question she wanted him to ask above all others.
‘Yes, and now you’ve given me some encouragement, sir, I want to do it even more. I’ve already started a couple, but you could say I ran out of steam.’ She paused. ‘It’s so different writing short stories, it might sound silly, but you can get the whole storyline in your head and it’s easier to plot out. A novel is deeper, and at times throughout the book you forget little details.’
Billy smiled, glad he’d been able to help. ‘Good on you. If you want any help, just ask. I’m more than willing to help someone with your talent.’
‘Thank you, sir, that’s kind.’
Over the next two weeks Billy didn’t get to see much of Sarah, and during class she appeared to have retreated even further into her shell. He put her on the spot, asking her questions, but each time she shook her head, not wanting to answer. No matter how hard he tried, she wouldn’t take part in the discussions. Knowing she must have her own ideas, why did she choose not to voice them? He decided to challenge her before the day was out. But his resolve fizzled out when she hastily left the room without glancing in his direction.
Puzzled by the girl’s behaviour, he wondered if there was something other than schoolwork brewing. His only chance of finding out was to speak to her on her own and hope she might open up. In the meantime, he’d have to let it go. Her life was nothing to do with him, the only bugbear now being his desire to help her nurture her talent.
<><><>
It was two weeks later; the
day hadn’t started well. He’d been rostered to take charge of a detention class until four-thirty.
He drove out of the car park towards home – it looked as if his only date, as usual, was with a microwave and a dreary weekend to follow. But as he turned onto the bypass, a girl dressed in the grey and the blue uniform colours of Wood Green caught his eye. Her head was down, and she walked slowly. She seemed distressed over something. He felt sure it was Sarah.
Instead of carrying straight on she took the alleyway which led through a new housing estate on to the old High Street. Without hesitation, he turned left at the island which would bring him back up the street towards the school.
And within a few minutes there she was, wiping the corners of her eyes with her fingers, walking towards him. He brought the car to a halt, wondering if he ought to approach her. Should he interfere in her life when this had nothing to do with him? But she looked really upset. He couldn’t stand by and do nothing. He got out and walked towards her and stopped right in front of her. ‘Sarah. Are you all right?’
She looked up, startled to see who’d called her. For a fleeting moment she stopped, and then scurried on.
‘Sarah. What’s wrong?’ he asked quickly catching up with her.
‘Please, go away, Mr Price. I … don’t want you involved,’ she told him between sobs.
‘Sarah, whatever it is, you need to tell someone. If you wish you can talk to me about it.’
She glanced at him, clearly unsure of what to do.
‘Hey, I’m sure once you’ve had time to think things through it won’t seem half as bad.’
She smiled, but much to his relief she followed him to the car.
Now sitting side by side with her in the front seats, Billy felt sure whatever her problem was he’d be able to sort it.
‘Right, do you want to talk here, or shall we have a cup of coffee?’ he suggested.
She dried her eyes. ‘Okay. The McDonalds is
nearby.’
‘Sure, no worries.’
Within a few minutes they entered an almost empty McDonalds restaurant. As always Billy found the smell of the food tempting.
‘I don’t know about you, Sarah, but I’m a bit peckish.’ He smiled. ‘It’s the chips.’
‘Yes, I suppose I am too,’ came her reply.
‘Right then. What’ll it be?’
‘Only chips for me, please. I’m right off burgers. Oh, and orange juice, please.’
When he brought the food to the table, Sarah asked, ‘How much do I owe you, sir?’
‘Nothing, it’s my treat.’
‘You sure?’
‘The least I can do. Now come on, eat up, and when you’re ready, maybe we can talk – all right?’
When she didn’t reply he guessed she was reluctant to talk about it. They ate and drank in silence, with Billy unable to take his eyes off her. He desperately wanted to find out what was troubling her. Finally, he asked, ‘It’s to do with a lad, isn’t it?’
She was still unwilling to speak, and without looking up, she nodded.
‘So, what’s he done, this boy of yours?’
She burst into tears, covering her face with her hands. ‘He’s ditched me,’ she revealed, pulling a tissue from her pocket.
‘Whatever for? I’m sorry to hear that. Maybe you’re better off without him.’
‘It’s not that, sir,’ she replied between sobs. ‘It’s because I’m pregnant.’




CHAPTER 11

‘Does anyone else know about this?’ Billy said.
‘No, only me and him.’
‘What about your parents?’
She shook her head. ‘I can’t tell them, Dad would go spare. He’s an ex-policeman and it’s all rules and regulations. He’s very strict, and I’m sure he’d throw me out.’
‘So, what will you do?’
This comment induced another bout of sobbing. ‘I’ve got no idea.’ She stopped, blew her nose and carried on. ‘I might as well leave school and get a job.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘By which time, in June, I won’t need to tell anyone, it’ll be clear, especially wearing summer clothes.’
‘And what about your boyfriend? There’s no chance of a reconciliation?’ She shook her head. ‘In that case the decision is yours.’
‘Don’t you think I realise that?’
‘It’ll be hard to bring up a baby on your own.’ When she didn’t comment, he continued, ‘You ought to talk it over with your parents.’
She looked horrified and said, ‘No. I can’t. They have such high hopes for me, it would destroy their dreams, but besides I don’t want them to know. I feel so ashamed.’
‘We all make mistakes. And if you’re going to decide on your own, it’ll be that much harder.’
She sighed. ‘Oh God. What would you do, sir?’
For a second or two he was thrown; she’d asked for his advice, but he was only her teacher. But if she wanted his opinion, he’d give it.
‘It’s nothing to do with me –’ he began.
‘Yes,’ she butted in, ‘but if you were in my shoes, what would you do?’
He smiled, hesitating before saying, ‘Well, that’s a difficult one, after all I’ll never be in your position, will I? But if you want my opinion, I’d say, reluctantly, you might need to consider a termination. Because if you don’t tell your parents, you’re on your own. It won’t be easy bringing up a baby alone. I presume you’d be able to get a small flat from the council, but the responsibility for the baby’s welfare rests with you. With only benefits to live on you’d have to watch every penny.’ Seeing the anguish on her face he paused before continuing. ‘Sarah, I’ve learnt how brutal life can be. You can start again. Most of your life is still ahead of you, plenty of time for babies when you’re older and in a stable relationship. But don’t do what I say. Speak to someone in your family, or perhaps your GP.’
As he spoke the words, he felt uncomfortable and uncertain. He was no counsellor. His advice was only common sense. She looked vulnerable and afraid, and her pleading eyes told him she had no one else to turn to. So what else could he do?
‘Would you help me if I chose to have an abortion, sir?’ she asked.
He didn’t exactly answer her question, but said, ‘You really should talk it over with your parents in confidence, or your doctor.’
‘Mum would go straight to Dad and he’ll go mad. Probably throw me out. But I’ve already decided what to do. So please will you help me?’
‘Let’s take it one step at time. Speak to your GP and listen to what he or she has to say.’ When she made to object, he put up his hand. ‘I don’t want to sound harsh, but I can’t sort this out for you. You need your doctor’s help. In the meantime, go away and think about your options, carefully. Make sure it’s what you want, because once it’s done, you can’t change your mind.’
Maybe he should have sat on the fence. Now it could be too late.
But if she had a child at such a young age, it could ruin her life before it had even started.
By mid-week Billy had neither seen nor heard from her. She’d missed the afternoon lesson yesterday. But after the last lesson, as he locked the drawers to his desk, he heard a faint knock on the classroom door.
‘Come in.’
The nervous figure of Sarah popped her head around the door. ‘Sir, could I have a word?’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘I went to the doctor’s after school. He didn’t give me any advice, just told me about the different options available. Matter of fact it was more or less what you said, that I have to decide myself. And after I told him I thought about nothing else and I knew I had only one option, he made me an appointment for next Friday. But that’s only an assessment. I’ll have to go through the rigmarole of a pregnancy test and an ultrasound scan, plus a few other tests, before I can be …’ She stopped and shook her head. ‘Booked in for the
procedure, as they call it.’
‘Good, this will be a means to an end.’
‘Sir, I need to ask you a big favour. Would you come with me? I don’t know who else to ask.’
Billy raised his eyebrows, let out a sigh; he shouldn’t do it, but he didn’t want her to be on her own. ‘Listen, Sarah, it wouldn’t be appropriate. It’s best if you go on your own, or ask a friend.’
She nodded. ‘Oh, okay.’
‘The outcome of the assessment is the next step.’
‘Whatever the assessment, I’ve decided to have a termination,’ she said.
‘That’s a bit sudden, isn’t it?’
‘No, thanks to you it seems a lot clearer now.’
‘Talk to them at the assessment first. Don’t do this on account of me.’
‘I’m not. Thank you for everything, sir. As for Spike …’ She hesitated. ‘It’s finished.’
So, with that slip of the tongue she revealed the father’s name. Stuart Duncan, commonly known as ‘Spike’ because of his hair.
Not wanting to answer questions, she swiftly left the room saying, ‘I’ll let you know how I get on, sir.’
<><><>
The assessment didn’t change her mind. The termination was scheduled for a Friday. All over the weekend, Billy wondered how she was. He noticed she was at school on the Thursday after. She stayed at the back of the class and he didn’t acknowledge her until the end of the lesson, when as usual she was last to leave. He gave her a warm smile, which she returned.
‘Hallo, Sarah, how are you?’
‘I’m all right,’ she replied.
‘You don’t look all right. I presume you went through with it.’
She bowed her head and burst into tears.
‘Come on, it’s done now – try and put it behind you.’
‘I’ve killed my child, my own flesh and blood,’ she muttered.
‘Try to look at it another way: you have a bright future ahead of you.’
‘Sir, I wish I hadn’t done it.’
‘You had no choice. How could you have coped? You couldn’t have given the poor little mite the start he or she needed.’
Sarah shuddered in dismay.
‘We all make mistakes when we’re young – dear God, I made a few myself when I was your age. But if you can learn from them, you’ll go far.’
‘I know you’re right, but I still keep pondering over what I’ve done. And what if I’m punished?’
‘You won’t be. No amount of bad feelings will ever change what happened. Remember that.’
‘I’m trying, sir, but I can’t concentrate on my work.’
‘That’s understandable. It will pass, you’ll see. Did anyone go with you?’
‘No, I did it on my own.’
‘That was very brave of you. Did your parents notice anything?’
‘No. When I came back, I told them I’d been sick at school and stayed in bed all weekend. They never suspected a thing.’
‘That’s good for you. You can put the whole affair behind you now. And the next time you’re in that sort of situation, make sure you take precautions – all right?’
‘I don’t think I’ll be getting into that sort of relationship for a while. I’ve learnt my lesson the hard way.’
‘Yes, I know. You live and learn, Sarah. I hope in the future any help you need from me will be work-related, in particular your writing.’
‘I haven’t felt like writing lately, sir. But perhaps in time I will start again.’
<><><>
Saturday afternoon, a few weeks later, walking down Dexford High Street with a copy of The Storyteller by Jodi Picoult
under his arm, Billy sought out his favourite coffee shop, Benjamin’s. At this time of day, four o’clock, the place was usually quiet, allowing him to concentrate fully on reading this book which he couldn’t put down.
He ordered a coffee and had taken it across the room towards the back when he heard someone call his name loud enough for the whole coffee shop to hear.
‘Mr Price!’
Billy turned around and saw Sarah with a great big smile on her face.
‘Hallo, Sarah, what brings you here?’
‘I often come here during the weekend, just to relax and unwind, what with my exams coming up. How about you?’
‘As a matter of fact, I came for a bit of peace and quiet, and to read this,’ he said, showing her the hardback.
‘Really, mind if I join you? I’m intrigued to hear your thoughts.’
‘Oh, yes, why’s that?’
‘Because I’ve just finishing reading it myself.’
‘Really, don’t tell me the end!’
‘I won’t. I found it very harrowing and emotional. I’ve heard of the Holocaust and what happened in the war, but it opened my eyes. I can’t believe what went on, and what all those poor people went through.’
‘Yes, that’s very true. I must admit I’ve been close to tears myself at times.’
‘I love the relationship between Sage and Josef. And then when you find out Josef was a Nazi during the war, and that Sage’s grandmother was a Holocaust survivor. Well, I was so moved.’
‘Yes, it would make a great film,’ Billy said.
‘I wish I could write a book like that. It inspires me to want to start writing again.’
‘That’s great news, but concentrate on your schoolwork first. Writing is for your spare time right now.’
‘Thanks, sir, I’d like to show my appreciation for what you’ve done for me these past few weeks. What if I took you out for a meal, and I’ll pay?’
‘Hey, Sarah, there’s no need, honestly.’
‘Please, let me do this, it would make me feel better. How else can I repay you?’
Billy sighed – this was all he needed, but there seemed no way out.
When he didn’t answer, she said, ‘So you’ll come?’ Her bright eyes were rimmed with thick lashes, her eyebrows raised in expectation.
‘Doesn’t look as though I’ve got much choice, does it?’
‘No, you haven’t. There’s an exclusive Italian restaurant in Redburn. Antonio’s? It’s just off the High Street,’ she told him.
‘Yes, I know it well. Was it a random guess, or have you found out I like Italian food?’
‘Everybody likes Italian food. So, are you game?’
‘If you insist.’
‘Brilliant.’
‘Best pick you up somewhere – not outside your house though, eh? How about that disused church down the road, say seven-thirty Friday night?’ he suggested.
‘Not ashamed of me, are you, sir?’ she joked.
‘No, not at all, but we don’t want certain people getting the wrong idea, do we?’
<><><>
In no time his evening out with Sarah came around. But the uneasiness he felt as he got into the car to pick her up didn’t bode well; he had visions of being unable to eat a single morsel. As soon as she’d suggested it, he knew he couldn’t get out of it. So many emotions went through his head, and he feared this would bring even more complications.
On turning the car into the narrow side street towards the arranged pick-up point, his heart was pounding in case someone saw him, but as Sarah came into view her appearance blotted it out.
She wore a short white skirt, high heels and a black leather jacket. Her blonde shoulder-length hair, worn loose, framed her pretty face.
He stopped the car, and she opened the door to get in. She looked older, maybe due to the make-up.
‘Hi, Sarah.’ He smiled. ‘You look smart.’
‘Thanks, sir.
‘Listen, can you drop the “sir” bit for tonight? Call me Billy; it’ll make us both more comfortable.’
‘Oh, right, Billy,’ she giggled. ‘I’ll be glad when we get there – I’m getting hungry, and the thought of all that beautiful pasta is making me drool.’
‘Won’t be long now,’ he said as he guided the car towards the restaurant.
Inside they were greeted and shown to their table at the back of the room. The small atmospheric restaurant had only twelve tables.
The waiter, an olive-skinned middle-aged man with a thin moustache and slicked-black hair, pulled back the chairs for them to sit down. Having given them each a menu, he left them to make their choices.
Not wanting Sarah to spend too much, Billy chose Rigatoni Arabiata, and Sarah ordered Spaghetti Bolognese. And to drink they both had mineral water.
The food was good, and the conversation flowed easily, albeit Sarah did most of the talking, about her family; her father was now a security officer, her mother a school secretary. She had three older brothers, all in the police force, and a younger sister. They were a close-knit family, her dad straight-laced and puritan in his outlook. He understood why she hadn’t been able to share the news of her pregnancy with them.
‘Sounds like you’ve got the best family in the world – as I had once myself,’ he said sadly, remembering his late parents and uncle.
‘How do you mean?’
‘Oh, it’s a long story, I wouldn’t want to bore you with the details.’
‘I wouldn’t find it boring. I’m intrigued now after what you said. Please tell me about your life.’
Billy took in a deep breath. ‘Are you sure? We could be here all night.’
‘Honestly, I am sure.’ She stared at him with those dark blue eyes. He was convinced she really was interested.
As he told her the story, she said ‘Wow’ a few times and appeared to listen to every word.
‘That’s incredible. I can’t believe you’ve had so much tragedy in your life. To lose your whole family is so sad. How do you get over that?’
‘With difficulty. It hasn’t been easy, I could’ve easily gone under. I kept thinking about my sister and how she suffered. It was heart-breaking to watch at such a young age. I’ll never forget those images of Katie, she was nothing more than skin and bone at the end. I couldn’t stop crying for weeks. But I kept telling myself if I’d been spared, I had to do something with my life, and I did.’
‘Good for you. You know, you’re such a good
role model.’
‘Oh, I don’t think so. I’m far from perfect, especially when I remember how I used to be.’
‘That’s just it. You came through it all and look at you now.’
‘Maybe.’
‘I wish my parents were like yours. Before your sister died you must have been very happy.’
‘I was. But look what my dad did afterwards, and my mother too.’
‘Yes, but that was because of the circumstances they were in. You see, my mum and dad are very old-fashioned. You can’t imagine their reaction if they’d found out I was pregnant.’
‘And what would they do if they saw you out with your English teacher?’
‘Hit you, I should think.’
‘Exactly. Well, they’ll never know, will they?’
‘No, they won’t.’ She suppressed a giggle.
‘So, do you have any ideas about what you’re going to write about next?’
‘Funny you should ask that. I said I wanted to start again, and I did pen a poem. I keep it with me; it’s about what happened a few weeks ago …’ she said with her face reddening, and looking down at the floor.
‘It’s only natural you’d want to put it down on paper – after all it was a horrible experience.’
‘Yes, that’s true. I did find it emotional. So many feelings went through my mind, and even now I wonder if I’ve done the wrong thing,’ she sighed.
‘Come on, Sarah, I keep telling you, it’s no good tormenting yourself like this. You made the decision and it was the right one.’ Billy saw her rummage in the pocket of her jacket and pull out a crumpled piece of paper. She handed it to him. It contained a roughly written poem entitled Aborted Child. Billy read it slowly. All four verses held the most tender and poignant touches, giving it a true-to-life aura; which triggered a sense of shame for the part he played in encouraging her to have the procedure.
In all he must have read it three times while they sat there, each time it sounded better than the last.
Finally, he shook his head with wonder, and, looking up, astonished someone so young could write so well, said, ‘Sarah, this,’ – he shook the piece of paper – ‘is the most beautiful poem I’ve read in a long time.’
‘It only took me half an hour to write one afternoon when I was feeling low.’
‘Never give up on your writing, you have a rare gift.’ A genius in the making, he thought. ‘I’m sure in the future you’ll make a name for yourself. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if in a few years’ time, I could say I was there to assist you in your humble beginnings?’ he remarked, smiling at her across the table.
‘You’re a bit over-the-top there.’ She grinned. ‘The poems are scribbles that just come to me. They’re personal, but I’m not sure I want the whole world to see them, and the same goes for my stories.’
‘Ahh, but your so-called scribbles are brilliant. I’d like to make a few enquires for you, show them to one or two people connected to some publications, and see what they think. What do you say?’
Sarah smiled. ‘Okay, but I can’t imagine someone wanting to publish a few of my scrawls.’
‘They will, and just think, you may not have got this opportunity or the time to perfect your craft.’ He made no mention of the abortion.
But the icy glare she gave him indicated she’d understood the implied remark, and she curtly replied, ‘You don’t have all the answers, Billy.’
‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you, but on this occasion, I am right.’
After that the atmosphere became subdued until Billy pushed his plate away saying, ‘I can’t eat another crumb.’ He looked at her and smiled.’ I’m full up.’
‘Me too – I’ll ask for the bill, shall I?’
‘Sarah, it would please me no end if you’d let me pay?’ Seeing the disappointment in her eyes, he said, ‘Well, at least go halves.’
But with great determination
Sarah eventually got her own way despite his protests.
Being early April, the temperature outside had dropped noticeably and away from the bright lights of the restaurant, dusk was fast approaching. Uppermost in Billy’s mind was the price of the meal and, on reaching the car, he was obliged to comment. ‘That must have cost you a fortune – I can’t imagine you having much spare cash.’
‘Oh, didn’t I tell you, I’ve got a part-time job working in a supermarket at weekends? The pay’s good too, double on Sundays and time-and-a-half on Saturdays.’
‘Doesn’t matter, there’s no need to go wasting it on me.’
‘I’m not. I wanted to find a way of thanking you, that’s all.’
Billy let the subject drop. And within minutes they approached the street where they’d met earlier. ‘Sarah, maybe I should take you a little closer to home, as it’s so dark. Is that all right?’
‘Yes, okay.’ She gave him directions, asking him to stop near where she lived. She pointed to a house halfway down and said, ‘That’s where I live.’ A grin came on her face as she explained, ‘You can’t miss it, can you?’
‘You mean it’s the one with the lights.’ She nodded, but when he added diplomatically, ‘I suppose it’s for the best with all the burglaries going on.’
She burst out laughing. ‘Yes, that’s Dad, he’s a security nut. It started with intruder lights and then to locks, bolts and alarms. You name it, we’ve got it.’
‘Ah, a man of detail then. Perhaps you’ve inherited his attention to detail with your writing.’
‘I don’t want to be as obsessed as Dad is with all that.’ She nodded towards the house. ‘But someday my writing might become more than a hobby.’
He grinned. ‘Well, that’s up to you. You have the talent. Work hard, be persistent and patient too, and I’m sure you’ll get there.’ He looked into her smiling face. ‘Oh, one more thing, Sarah. In the future we have to be careful. No matter how it pains me, it’s unethical for a teacher to go out with one of his students socially.’ He hated saying this. ‘Nor can I give you preferential treatment, however talented you are. There would be serious recriminations, and it would cost me my job. That’s why we have to be pupil and teacher again.’
If only they’d have met under different circumstances.
She looked hurt, dejected even – but it was nothing compared to his own despair.
‘Sarah, I don’t like it any more than you do, but it’s important we keep our distance from now on – our relationship must only be about school. Please don’t be offended, I have your best interests at heart.’
‘Aren’t you being a little over dramatic,’ she suggested with a smile.
‘No. Once you’ve left school, things will be different, and I’ll help you all I can.’
‘Different how?’ she asked, her eyes twinkling.
Billy felt his face become flushed. He feared he’d made a complete fool of himself.
She placed her hand on his knee, and said, ‘It might well be that a young student like me has feelings too.’
‘Yes, but that could get us both in a lot of trouble.’
Only a hair’s breadth away, he wanted to kiss her. Somehow, he resisted. ‘It’s no good, Sarah; we’ve both got too much to lose.’
‘Maybe, but it won’t always be like that.’ She looked sad. ‘Once I’ve finished at school, no one can stop us.’
‘But that’s a long time away. A lot can happen in the next eighteen months. You might meet another lad your age and forget about me and your writing.’
‘You believe that? I don’t want anyone of my own age. The last time I tried that I ended up pregnant. I need a mature man like you, who’ll take care of me through thick and thin.’
‘In an ideal world we would be together, but neither of us knows what the future will bring. In the meantime, our relationship has to be on a strictly pupil and teacher basis. Although it’s tearing me apart, that’s how it has to be until you’ve finished your exams. At that time, if we still feel the same, it’ll be worth waiting for.’
‘You’re a hard taskmaster, Mr Price – the next eighteen months will be sheer hell.’
‘It’s the same for me. But what’s with the “Mr Price”?’
When she replied, she smiled, ‘I’d better get some practice in. I might forget and call you Billy in class.’
Too true, but how he wanted to take her in his arms.
‘I don’t care how long it takes, I’ll be waiting,’ she said defiantly.
‘I hope so. Anyway, I have to go. And remember from tomorrow you’re just another student, no favours, all right?’
She looked so dejected. Then before he knew it, she turned towards him and pushed her lips against his.
After a few moments, they parted.
‘You remember that, because it will be eighteen long months before we do that again. But I promise you after that you’re going to be hard-pressed to get rid of me’
‘You’re worth waiting for.’
When she got out of the car, she turned to wave.
He drove off, thinking the next eighteen months would be sheer agony. How he’d keep his feelings in check he didn’t know. But he had no choice –if he succumbed, his job would be on the line; he’d be dismissed from work and unemployable. It seemed so unfair, but wasn’t life unfair?
Within ten minutes he’d arrived back home, unsure of how he felt. Initially, he was elated, overjoyed, but sitting in the confines of his flat he came down to earth and a sense of despair crept in. As things stood he’d be tasked with seeing her with male students. He got up, poured a good measure of brandy into a glass and went to bed, hoping the alcohol would induce sleep. Eighteen months seemed like an eternity.




CHAPTER 12

At the end of May, the following year, for second-year A level students the year was over, except
for optional revision classes and the exams scheduled for June. After that came the agonising wait for the results. Billy remembered only too well the anxiety and negative thoughts of not achieving his predicted A level grades. Now he felt nervous; if his students failed to attain good grades, his reputation would suffer and with it his confidence.
During the summer recess having neither seen nor heard anything of Sarah, he feared she’d slipped from his grasp, like everyone else he’d come into contact with and loved. But he still fervently hoped she’d achieve her goal and make something of her life.
The results came in during the middle of August and eager teaching staff were keen to find out their own students’ achievements, each vying for the best overall results. To his relief, most had achieved their predicted grades. And the feeling heightened when a colleague commented that Sarah Baker, dark horse and scatterbrain, had got three straight As – Psychology, History and his subject – English. She’d now be set up to get into the university of her choice. She’d be delighted.
Having gone into school the day before the results were released to students, he wouldn’t be required to go in on results day. So, he got up later. And as soon as he did, he wondered how Sarah felt. Had she received her letter? And would she contact him, and when? The longer he waited, the more he began to lose hope.
His shattered hopes were replaced by despondency and loneliness. And in the privacy of his living room, he cried before his inner voice told him to pull himself together. An hour later, having swallowed his pride, he went into the kitchen to make a sandwich. He’d been so preoccupied with Sarah, he’d totally skipped breakfast.
When the front door bell rang at five o’clock that afternoon, he ignored it; but the caller wouldn’t go away. By the fourth ring he got up, driven by annoyance, to give the determined caller a piece of his mind. On opening the door, he was astonished to see her, dressed in figure hugging jeans and v-neck tee shirt. She looked flummoxed, no doubt due to his dour expression. ‘Sarah!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’ve come after all.’
She stood gazing into his eyes, and for a second his world stopped, until she raised the bottle of wine in her hand. With bright smiling eyes, she said, ‘Didn’t you tell me to come when the time was right? Well, that time is now.’
He’d dreamt of this moment for what seemed like eons never imagining she’d return to him. They had acted out their parts of teacher and student impeccably for eighteen months, but he still never expected her to come.
‘How could I forget the pact we made – but I never thought you’d fulfil your end of the bargain?’ he said allowing her in. She closed the door behind her, leaving them standing opposite each other in the hall.
‘Why wouldn’t I? After all you’ve done for me and everything we’ve been through together. There was never any doubt in my mind – you should have faith in me.’
He smiled. ‘I know, but you can’t blame me for having doubts. Come through.’ He stood to one side, so she could get to the living room.
She gave him the bottle, which he took to the kitchen. After a struggle, there was a pop as he pulled the cork out. Carrying the drinks, he returned to see she had already made herself comfortable and was sitting at the end of the sofa with her feet under her. He sat opposite and toasted her success, saying, ‘Congratulations, Sarah, you’ve done so well. I take it you know your results?’
‘Yes, I do. I’ve been lucky, three As is much better than I expected.’ She took a sip of wine. ‘I got up late this morning due to a hangover after a night out with friends.’
On hearing the word ‘hangover’ he smiled. But
he couldn’t help wondering where she had she been to get drunk. And more to the point, with whom? But trying to conceal his jealousy, he said, ‘It means you can go to your first choice. I presume you’ll be studying English?’
‘My degree will be English Literature and Creative Writing, because I want to perfect my writing. I’m ninety-nine per cent sure I’ll opt for Edgincombe. The university specialises in English and studying a degree course there will hold me in good stead when it’s time to leave and get a job.’
‘It appears you’ve thought this one through.’
‘But for you I’d be saddled with a baby, and all that entails.’ She gulped. ‘Even now I get emotional, but deep down I’m sure I made the right decision.’ She took hold of his hand.
‘Prove me right by getting your degree and becoming a great writer. But there’s a long way to go; if you think A levels were hard, you wait till you see what’s involved in a degree course.’ He squeezed her hand; the atmosphere was now electric.
Then Sarah whispered, ‘Don’t know if I’m up to it, Billy.’
‘Why ever not?’
‘I won’t be able to concentrate ... because of you,’ she said, her hand trembling ever so slightly in his.
Billy’s stomach churned over.
‘What do you mean? Because of me. How would I be a distraction?’
Tears streamed down her face, causing Billy to fear what was to come next.
She looked at him through tear-stained eyes. ‘I’ll never forget what happened between us. Have you any idea how it’s been, seeing you and not being able to do anything about it? Sheer torture – when all I wanted was for you to hold me in your arms.’
Shocked, Billy said, ‘I was sure you’d find someone your own age. I saw you talking to a few lads on occasions.’ He laughed nervously. ‘It drove me crazy.’
‘I had no intention of going out with those idiots. I learnt my lesson the hard way.’
‘Not all of them would be …’
‘Billy, what’s the matter with you? Can’t you see what’s right in front of your eyes?’
His heart wrestled with his head, and not knowing where to turn, he said, ‘I’m worried about the age gap, and it’s not only how your parents are likely to react, because I know they’ll crucify me. I don’t want you to … well, look at me as an old fuddy-duddy.’
He watched as light came into her eyes and she started to giggle. ‘Stop it, will you? That’s not how I see you. You’re not too old for me – eight years is nothing. My dad’s ten years older than Mum. So, what can they say? And we’ve been apart for eighteen months, and our feelings are as strong as ever. Aren’t they?’
That was all he needed to hear. He stepped forward and took her in his arms, and looking down at her beautiful face, he kissed her. Without speaking she led him into the bedroom.
<><><>
Afterwards they lay in one another’s arms drifting towards sleep. How he wished Sarah could stay forever, but that wasn’t possible at present. Glancing at the clock he considered waking her, but decided to savour the moment.
A little while later, she moved and opening her eyes, whispered, ‘I have to go now. Have you seen the time? It’s nine o’clock. I didn’t tell Mum I’d be out this long.’
‘Shall I drive you back?’
‘Would you? I don’t want to walk on my own.’
‘No problem,’ he said, getting out of bed.
They both dressed and rushed out to his car. The evening was still young, and, under different circumstances, they’d have enjoyed a night out. But that was for another time.
‘I would have stayed Billy, but Mum and Dad wouldn’t approve,’ she explained.
‘Don’t worry, you’ll be able to soon enough,’ he told her.
‘It won’t be easy. We can be a couple now, but there are still many obstacles to overcome.’
‘It can’t be much worse than the last eighteen months.’
‘True. Although I must tell my family about you soon, and also that you used to teach me at school.’
‘Ssh, Sarah, don’t think about that now. Let’s savour tonight and remember we can face anything so long as we’re together.’
‘I know,’ she sighed.
‘When shall I see you again?’ he asked her.
‘Would tomorrow be too soon?’
‘Oh, much too soon,’ he joked, but on a serious note, added, ‘No, it isn’t. I’ll pick you up at twelve o’clock by the old church and buy you lunch.’
‘Wonderful.’ She leaned over to kiss him on the lips, and then got out of the car. He watched as she ran down the road, his gaze never leaving her until she’d opened the front door and was safely home.
He drove back feeling on top of the world. After many miserable unhappy years, he was on the up and Sarah made him feel so alive.
That night he slept soundly without any bad dreams of his past. Now with Sarah, and his successful career, there was so much to live for.
He awoke the next morning with a glint in his eye, hardly able to believe what had happened. After breakfast, he called her mobile.
‘Hallo,’ she yawned.
‘Was it a dream? Did it really happen?’
‘It did,’ she laughed. ‘I kept wishing you were lying next to me.’
‘Me too. Can’t wait to see you again. Still on for lunchtime?’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m about to get up – Mum and Dad were out when I got back, they’d gone to Nan’s, so I haven’t been bombarded with questions. But whatever they think, I’m keeping quiet for the moment.’
‘I understand. Not looking forward to them finding out, but I have to face it.’
<><><>
Billy parked by the old church and sat gazing towards the end of the road, the direction he expected her to come from.
At twelve o’clock, she turned the corner heading towards the car. His heart soared; she looked so beautiful, wearing the minimum of make-up, and only faded jeans and a short-sleeved top. He opened the door for her.
As she got in she leaned over to kiss him on the lips. As she moved away, she asked, ‘So where are you taking me?’
‘How about a pub meal? And afterwards we could go for a walk in the park. What do you think?’
‘Sounds great.’
‘Hope you’re hungry.’
‘Starving.’
With an ideal venue in mind he drove the car back towards Dexford, taking the bypass turning for Hartleton.
As they approached the village, to Billy’s surprise, it was a hive of activity. He’d passed through before and always thought of it as ‘a sleepy hamlet’. No doubt the cricket match taking place on the field at the back of the church hall was the reason for the commotion.
The road through the village was split into two by the green; on one side stood the post office and general store, on the other the seventeenth-century half-timbered pub.
Billy parked the car at the side of the pub and they walked arm in arm towards the entrance.
The atmosphere inside was most welcoming with lots of customers enjoying their meals. Eventually, having found a table, Billy ordered the food and drinks at the bar. While he felt thoroughly invigorated by the idea of them being a couple, at times he doubted it would last.
When the food came, they settled down to enjoy the delicious meal.
‘Any idea when you start university?’ Billy asked.
‘End of September,’ she replied. ‘That’s another five weeks away yet. As it’s at Edgincombe, it means I’ll be in student accommodation, but I intend coming home at weekends.’
‘That’ll be difficult. It’ll kill me to be apart from you for even a day. But I suppose it’s for the best if it helps you to get your degree.’
‘That’s the one thing I don’t like about it. But if we can be apart for eighteen months and still feel the same, I’m sure we’ll get by. I’m looking forward to it – the challenge, the chance to write. Can’t wait to start.’
‘And don’t forget, I’ll always be here to help. I’ll do all I can to make sure you get that degree, first class with luck.’
‘I don’t know about that, it’s a tall order, but I’ll do my best.’
She smiled. ‘Anyway, enough of that. Do you realise we have the next five weeks together? Sheer bliss.’
‘Yes, except that I have to be back in three weeks to prepare for the coming year. But I might squeeze you in somehow.’ He grinned.
‘Oh, get on with you.’
‘Don’t worry, darling, I’ll make the most of it, because until next summer it will be weekends and holidays only.’
‘Well, at the moment, I’m certainly available.’
‘Excellent, because I want to give you the time of your life,’ he said, taking her hand across the table.
She sighed. ‘Can’t wait.’
After finishing the meal and a couple more of drinks they left. But rather than head home, Sarah suggested they followed a bridle path, towards the post office, which she had spotted on their way into the pub. It led along the side of a farmer’s field which had been harvested recently. On the far side was a dry-stone wall and beyond, sheep grazed in the field. As they approached another stile, instead of helping Sarah over the few steps, Billy pulled her into his arms and kissed her. When they parted, he said, ‘Still can’t believe yesterday happened.’
‘It might happen again later on if you play your cards right,’ she said, smiling.
But Billy misinterpreted her joke, and said, ‘I thought about taking you into town, buying you a little something, as a reward for all the hard work you did in your A levels.’
She laughed, saying, ‘I’m teasing, there’s no need honestly, I don’t want anything. I know you’ve got a well-paid job, but I’m not going with you for that …’ Giggling, she added, ‘So long as we’re together, that’s all I care about.’
His heart soared; he was half-expecting to wake up and realise it was a dream.
<><><>
Three weeks later, having spent Saturday morning shopping in Dexford, Billy and Sarah were making their way across to the car park. Walking hand in hand, Sarah froze, let go of his hand, and slowly walked on. But as he followed her gaze, he recognised the tall heavily built man approaching; her father. Over the last two years he’d seen Mr Baker at parents’ evenings and had always thought what a formidable character he looked, and his facial expression now confirmed this.
Billy shuddered. The last thing he needed right now.
With grey thinning hair and lined forehead, Billy guessed the daunting character almost upon them to be in his early fifties.
‘Sarah!’ he shouted, his face mellowing to a look of surprise. ‘So, this is where you hide yourself – and with a handsome young man too. Why don’t you introduce us?’
‘Hallo, Dad,’ she said, her lips quivering ever so slightly. ‘This is Billy. Billy – my dad.’
Sarah’s father shook Billy’s hand, saying, ‘Hallo, glad to meet you.’ His beady eyes never left Billy’s face when he asked, ‘Why didn’t you tell us, Sarah? Although me and your mother sensed you were up to something. I hope he’s worth it.’
‘He is, Dad,’ Sarah admitted. ‘The perfect gentleman, and he’s made me very happy.’
‘Is that so?’ He raised his bushy eyebrows. ‘Well, according to my daughter, you have a lot to live up to – let’s hope you prove worthy of her.’
‘I’ll do my best, sir.’
‘Glad to hear it, because if ever anyone takes advantage of her, I don’t need to tell you what would happen,’ Sarah’s father warned, looking at him straight in the eye.
‘Oh Dad, please don’t go on,’ Sarah said.
‘Only taking care your interests, love. You never can tell what people are like, most are only after what they can get. I aim to make sure that never happens to you.’
‘It won’t, Dad, not while I’m with Billy – he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.’
‘In that case, why all the mystery? If he’s only half the person you say he is, you’d be proud for us to meet him,’ Mr Baker commented, his eyes narrowing.
‘It’s all right you saying that, but you’ve not exactly welcomed any of my boyfriends with open arms. Is it any wonder I’ve kept him quiet?’
Sarah’s father smiled. ‘Darling, I only want what’s best for you. Come on – now I’ve met him why doesn’t he to come to tea, then we can all get to know him?’
‘Yes, all right, so long as you’ll give him a chance, Dad,’ Sarah said.
‘I will – what do you take me for? So, what do you think, Billy? How about coming to tea, say five o’clock tomorrow?’
‘Yes … that would be great. I’ve been on at Sarah to let me meet her folks for ages. I’ll look forward to it.’
‘Good, so that’s settled. Oh, and by the way, my name’s Harry. Come around any time after four o’clock – how does that sound?’
Billy nodded, noticing the appraising look in his eye.
‘Been great meeting you, Billy.’ He turned to face his daughter, and said, ‘I’ll see you later, Sarah?’
And with that he disappeared amongst the vast crowd of people, leaving Sarah speechless, and Billy contemplating her father’s cheerful mood.
She said, ‘My God, what a shock? Never dreamed we’d bump into him here.’
‘Neither did I. I’m sure he recognised me. I remember seeing him at several parents’ evenings.’ Almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘Who could forget such an imposing figure?’
She smiled. ‘Yes, I suppose you’re right. I don’t know if he did, or not. But even if he did, it’s not a disaster.’
‘He did, Sarah. I’m sure of it. Didn’t you notice the expression on his face? And I wish he hadn’t asked me to tea tomorrow,’ Billy said with a deep frown.
‘Don’t worry, Billy, you’ll win him over, he’s always glowering at someone. And anyway, I’m nearly nineteen years old and can make my own decisions.’
‘Yes, but if he knows I taught you at school, I won’t get such a warm reception next time we meet. And even if your dad didn’t, I bet your mum will.’
‘Oh, stop worrying, everything will be fine. To be honest, I’m glad it’s out in the open now. We needn’t sneak around, and you can pick me up from my house.’
‘Suppose,’ he agreed.




CHAPTER 13

But the following day, despite his resolve he broke out into a cold sweat as the afternoon approached.
Dressed smartly, he drove the short journey to Sarah’s house, arriving a little after four, and parking the car directly outside.
With an underlying sense of foreboding, he walked up to the front door, rang the bell and waited, hoping Sarah would appear.
But instead, there stood Mr Baker, his face beaming and hand outstretched. ‘Hallo, Billy,’ he said. ‘Glad you could make it, lad. Come on in, everyone’s dying to meet you.’
‘Thanks,’ Billy replied nervously, wiping his feet on the mat before entering the house.
‘The living room is through here,’ Harry said, indicating the open door. He allowed Billy to go in before him. Sarah sat next to her mother, a plumper, slightly smaller version of her daughter. They both looked up and gave a welcoming smile.
After introducing herself as Hazel, Mrs Baker left the room to make a pot of tea. A younger girl came in and took Hazel’s seat next to Sarah. When she smiled, Billy remembered seeing her in school, but he had not taught her.
The sisters bore no resemblance at all. Tall and stocky with long brown hair, Alison looked like her father, the same round face and piercing light coffee eyes. And although she gave no indication of having recognised him, she must have seen him, after all, at thirteen she’d have been at the school for two or three years.
‘Right, now you’ve been introduced to the family, Billy, why don’t you take the seat next to Sarah?’ Billy took the chair placed to the side of the settee beside Sarah. Her father was definitely going out of his way to accommodate him, but Billy still held a modicum of doubt about him.
‘I’ll go and see what’s happened to tea,’ Harry said.
Billy watched him go into the kitchen and wondered what he was up to.
Within a few minutes he returned, awkwardly carrying a tray laden with mugs and two plates of biscuits. To Billy, he looked comical, like an overweight waiter, and he was surprised the six-foot bulk of a man hadn’t stayed clear of such tasks.
The television was on with the volume low. The background music told him Top Gun was on. Having taken a sip of the piping hot tea, Billy put the mug underneath his chair and turning to Sarah, joked, ‘The old ones are the best,’ pointing at the screen.
She smiled. ‘You can laugh, it’s still a good film.’
He held his hands up, and said, ‘Oh, I agree.’
Nothing more was said – they all seemed wrapped up in the film.
‘What a wonderful picture?’ Hazel commented. ‘Pity they don’t make them like that today.’
And when Harry said, ‘You can scoff, our Alison, they could do a lot worse,’ Billy guessed he’d seen his daughter’s raised eyebrows. ‘Anyway tea is ready now, don’t want to keep our guest waiting.’
‘Yes. Hope you are hungry, young man, there’s lots to eat,’ Hazel added.
‘I suppose I am, come to think of it,’ came his reply.
Everyone laughed, and Mr and Mrs Baker moved to the kitchen to bring in the prepared food. Once they’d finished, the table was laden with numerous finger foods.
Billy said, ‘I didn’t expect you to go to this much trouble.’
Never had he envisaged such a welcome; maybe his concerns were unfounded.
Ten minutes later, however, when Harry broached the subject of how they met, not only did Billy’s heart thump, but an uncomfortable silence fell over the room.
For a moment Billy struggled to control his senses before, saying, ‘Well … it’s funny – we saw each other in the street, and I remembered her from school. I taught her English in the sixth form. We got talking about her exam results, and it was raining so we found a coffee bar and had a latte together. It’s amazing how much we have in common. And we progressed from there. We’ve never looked back; we get on so well.’
‘Mm, I’ll admit she does need a steadying influence in her life, but perhaps that someone should be closer to her own age.’
Harry’s comments were a body blow to Billy and, for a second, he was thrown and unsure of what to say.
‘You’re a good few years older than our Sarah, aren’t you?’
‘No. Sarah’s coming on nineteen, isn’t she? I’m only twenty-seven …’ He inclined his head towards Sarah. ‘We don’t see that as such a big difference.’
‘Well, there is from where I’m sitting. If you were both a lot older, maybe I’d agree with you, but at nineteen, it’s like a different generation. You’ve had eight more years’ experience than her – she’s only just starting out in life. In my view, you’ve been taking advantage of her for your own ends.’
Flabbergasted, and considering what Sarah had said, Billy challenged him. ‘I’d never “use” anyone in that way. And besides, – aren’t you much older than Sarah’s mum? Age doesn’t come into it. We love each other and that’s all that counts.’
But Billy sensed trouble from the glare on his accuser’s face. He could do without this.
‘That was different. When I met Sarah’s mother we were both older than you two. Also, I’d say this affair has been going on longer than a few weeks.’
‘Well, you’re wrong there,’ Billy denied.
‘You’ve been seeing each other for over two years, haven’t you, Billy boy?’
‘No. I’ve been teaching her for the past two years, but up until a few weeks ago, that’s all the contact we had.’
‘I have witnesses. People saw you together on lots of occasions before she left school. What are you playing at, young man?’ He thumped the table, causing the crockery to clatter.
‘If anyone saw us, it was only on a teacher-pupil level, I can assure you. Sarah was interested in English, her dedication’s amazing, and when she asked for my advice, I offered to help, and her results speak for themselves.’
‘And what if I told you I have evidence your relationship was more than platonic before she left school?’ Sarah’s father said with a smug smile.
‘I’d say, Mr Baker, you’re talking nonsense.’
Harry Baker pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his trouser pocket and smoothed it out on the table for everyone to see.
‘I suppose you’ll deny knowing what this is. Well, I’ll explain. It’s an appointment card for an abortion clinic dated two years ago.’ Everyone in the room saw he was fuming, and addressing his daughter he continued, ‘You had an abortion, didn’t you, Sarah? It was his child, wasn’t it?’
‘No, Dad,’ Sarah said, her mouth gaping open.
‘Don’t you “no Dad” me. Your mum found that,’ – he pointed to the paper on the table – ‘in the pocket of that old blue coat of yours. She was about to give it to a charity shop. You nearly got away with it. But I blame Billy here. Having sex with an under-age girl is a criminal offence, and it’s my duty to have him arrested.’
‘You don’t know what you’re talking about, Dad. There’s no law against abortion. It’s legal, and I was over sixteen.’
‘Maybe you were, but when he took advantage of you, you’d be under age. What he did was despicable, and I’ll personally make sure he pays for what he’s done.’
‘Dad, this is ridiculous. This has nothing to do with Billy. It was a boy at school, and I won’t tell you who he was because you’ll crucify him when it was as much my fault as his. And besides, Billy and I love each other –you’ll never part us, no matter what you do.’
‘I don’t believe you. If I inform the authorities about this, he’ll be finished.’ The tirade continued on and on until he ended, saying, ‘I’m not having it. The public needs to be protected from perverts like him.’
‘Dad, you’re wrong. I’ve just told you it was somebody else’s baby. Billy helped me through the horrible experience when I had no one else to turn to. Afterwards he made it clear that until I left school, our relationship couldn’t go any further.’
Her father laughed ironically. ‘Oh, yes. Do you really expect me to believe that clap-trap?’
‘I don’t care what you think, I know it’s the truth, even if you don’t.’
Harry ignored what his daughter said; instead he turned towards Billy. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Billy boy,’ he began. ‘I’ll make a deal with you. Promise to stop seeing Sarah, and I won’t report you to your school.’
Who does he think he is? Giving me an ultimatum,
Billy thought. Once again it seemed his way of life hung in the balance. Well, not this time. When this Jekyll and Hyde character has finished, I’ll have my say.
‘Dad, this isn’t fair. Billy’s done nothing wrong. He helped me. And he waited two whole years until I left school before we started going together. He wasn’t the father.’
‘All right, so who is?’ Harry Baker wasn’t about to give up on this, until he found out the truth.
‘I don’t intend telling you. There’s no point now, anyway. And besides as I’ve already told you, I don’t want you going after him either.’
‘It won’t wash, Sarah. You’ve trying to protect him.’ He thumbed towards Billy. ‘That’s only natural, I suppose, but I know what I’m doing is right. Children need to be protected from him ... He’s a paedophile. No one’s safe.’
Billy stood up. Nothing anyone could say would change Harry’s mind, he was so used to dominating the whole family. But Billy didn’t intend to listen to this any longer, and said, ‘You need to be careful what you’re accusing me of Mr Baker. What your daughter has told you is the truth. But if you’re bent on saying such things, let me remind you, they are slanderous remarks and I shall take the matter further.’ He stopped and looked at Sarah. ‘I’ll not give her up.’
‘You must stop seeing her at once.’
‘That won’t happen.’
‘And when I open my mouth to the authorities … What then?’
‘Well, firstly, you’ll have to prove I was the father, which is impossible, and secondly, no one could have seen Sarah and me before she left school, because we weren’t going out together, unless you bullied someone into lying.’ Billy paused, waiting for the outburst, but it never came. ‘And if you persist in trying to vilify my character with the authorities, there’ll be no going back.’
Mr Baker stood stock still, arms at his sides, fists balled up.
‘You’ll not part us, Dad.’
There was no talking to him. Billy had had enough and decided to leave. As Sarah followed him into the hall, he heard her say, ‘You can’t do this, tell him, Mum.’ The answer didn’t come from her mother, but her father. ‘We’ll see about that,’ he said with a loud harrumph, and he went back towards the kitchen
‘Billy, I’m coming with you,’ she told him. ‘Give me a few minutes to get my things together, and we can be on our way.’
‘You’re going nowhere, my girl …’ came her father’s reply from the kitchen.
‘I’m over eighteen –’ But her words were cut off when Billy put his finger to his lips, and whispered, ‘You stay here. I’ll text you … Okay?
She mouthed, ‘Yes.’ Under her breath, she added, ‘I knew nothing about this – honestly. I tried my best to convince them about us – you know that.’
‘Right now, you’d better stay put. We can’t talk about it now. Try not to get upset. Speak to you in the morning.’
Hurriedly, Billy left.
Back in the privacy of his flat he screamed in anger and frustration. It seemed his dream of a life with Sarah was shattered. His aunt’s favourite adage ‘between a rock and a hard place’ came to mind: If he stayed with Sarah and her father carried out his threats, his unblemished character would be tarnished and he might never teach again. The other alternative of living life without Sarah wasn’t an option.
It was impossible to prove he had impregnated Sarah, but also impossible to prove he hadn’t. His name would be sullied, his career gone and his father’s sacrifice wasted. Why did this keep happening to him?




CHAPTER 14

At the end of the summer holiday Billy felt compelled to resign his post at Wood Green School, despite the Headmaster’s efforts to dissuade him. Especially since Sarah’s sister still went there. While working the required notice, his mind was taken up with making a fresh start. Having sold the flat, most of his belongings were packed away in cardboard boxes and stacked safely in the hallway.
Since the day of the arranged ‘tea party’, as he thought of it, when Mr Baker laid the law down about his relationship with Sarah, Billy’s life had been turned upside down. He didn’t see Sarah; his only contact was by phone or by text messages.
He’d applied for several jobs, one of which had led to a second interview and subsequent offer of employment. It went against the grain to up and leave Wood Green, but the more he thought about it, the more appealing the post at Edgincombe College teaching A Level English seemed.
Finding somewhere to live proved difficult with only the weekends to look around. Eventually he found a three-bedroom semi, about two miles from Edgincombe College. The house appeared shabby, and stood at the top of a small cul-de-sac of ten identical dwellings making up Oakfield Close. On his first viewing he’d learned the property had been empty for months, and this added to its state of neglect. Almost at once, Billy took a liking to the place; in a weird way it reminded him of the bungalow in Ascot Avenue.
<><><>
The next three months were hectic. Moving fifty miles north to Edgincombe hadn’t been easy. On the day he moved in, he was on his own, and longed to have Sarah by his side. They’d spoken via emails and texts, but that wasn’t the same. He couldn’t risk it yet, and he wanted to start renovating the house. But sitting in the kitchen, his meagre belongings dotted about, he questioned his motives for coming here.
With five days to go before Christmas Day
he planned to be busy. He’d helped his uncle on occasions, so he was no stranger to painting and decorating.
Sarah would spend Christmas with the family, and Billy wouldn’t see her until after the holiday. That afternoon he was brought out of his reverie by the doorbell and, as he got to his feet, his heart was pounding in his chest as he opened the door. For a few seconds he was in shock.
Sarah stood there in a woolly hat, mittens and a sheepskin coat. ‘Don’t you want me to come in? It’s cold out here.’
He reached out and pulled her to him, saying, ‘Of course I do, it seems an age since we were together. Come into the living room and I’ll make you a drink.’
But Sarah had other ideas, and said, ‘Maybe the bedroom would be more appropriate.’
Seeing the mischievous glint in her eyes, he led her into the room where she undressed.
‘Didn’t you say you were cold?’ Billy joked.
‘I’m hoping you’ll warm me up.’
Then, taking off his clothes, he said, ‘Miss Baker, you’re leading me astray.’ When she didn’t answer and got into bed, he added, ‘Wonder what your dad would think.’
‘He’d go ballistic, but for the moment let’s forget him.’ And he did. Their night was spent in each other’s arms and, the following morning, their separation was painful.
The rest of the Christmas holiday left feeling Billy isolated. While for most of the time he worked on the house, his thoughts never strayed far from Sarah, and the happiness he hoped for egged him on.
The holiday passed in a blur and, in no time, the first day of his new job was upon him. With the ordeal of the first day over, on the journey home he became unsettled. He hadn’t spoken to Sarah since before Christmas, and had expected a text from her by now, but no, nothing.
And when she neither answered his texts nor his phone calls, he got the jitters. By the end of the next week, unable to contact her, and with their last meeting uppermost in his mind, he travelled up to the university.
The final lecture on Friday finished at two-thirty. He waited by the main doors in the hope of seeing her.
Two benches stood opposite the building where he sat in wait, hoping to meet her and resolve whatever had happened. Almost twenty minutes passed before anyone came sauntering out. Billy got up and ambled across. His heart fluttered as he scanned everyone in search of her. But she wasn’t among them. Having no choice, he walked up to a dark-haired girl coming towards him with a young Asian lad.
‘Err ... sorry to trouble you, but do either of you know Sarah Baker?’
They both looked at him, and then at each other. ‘Sorry, mate, don’t know her,’ the lad replied.
‘Oh right – thanks anyway,’ Billy said.
After approaching several more students, he realised how difficult this would be; he may never find her. But then just as he was about to turn and walk away, he caught sight of her. His pulse quickened, and his stomach flipped. She was the last student out of the building, running down the steps, books under her arm, as if she were late for an important appointment.
Her hair was highlighted and cut short in a spiky style and her eyes heavily made up. He was shocked by her appearance, but the way she moved in the tight-fitting jeans and blue top left him in no doubt it was her.
At first, she seemed startled, and then stopped dead in her tracks. Averting her gaze, she turned to walk away from him. And as he started to follow her, she ran as if her life depended on it. Halfway down the road, he caught hold of her.
‘Sarah!’ he shouted at her. ‘What’s the matter? Why are you running away?’
‘Billy, please you mustn’t be anywhere near me,’ she protested, trying to pull herself free. ‘He has people at uni watching me and they’ll report back to him. And people close to where I live. If we’re seen together, he’ll know about it. He’ll stop at nothing to keep us apart.’
Billy needed no explanation about who “he” was, and said, ‘I can’t believe this. It’s a bit scary to think he has this much power and influence. I didn’t think he could get to us here, but obviously he has.’
‘He has lots of friends in high places. Once he’s gets something in his head, he won’t let it go. Especially as he thinks you had sex with me while I was under-age.’
‘I’d already gathered that. We can’t let him do this, because we’ve done nothing wrong. We have to find a way to stop him parting us. I can’t let him win, we’ve come too far for that.’
She stopped fighting to get free, and Billy let go of her arm, but her fear was plain to see. She stood there breathing deeply, then dropping her head, she burst into tears. He hesitated at first, but when she looked up and sank into his arms, it gave him hope.
After the sobbing had abated, he held her at arm’s length to look at her from a distance. She was so beautiful.
‘You’ve changed your hair,’ he commented.
‘You like it?’
‘Very much. Makes you look even more attractive.’
She laughed. ‘You think so?’
‘I do.’
‘I’ve missed you, Billy. At first I couldn’t stand it and I wanted to die … Oh, dear God, it was unbearable.’
‘But that’s over now. Somehow, we have to make sure we’re never seen together, rather like when you were at school. I’m sure we can do it; the only difference is this time we will be together. And if we can’t, we have to stand up to whatever he threatens. When it comes down to it, there’s no way he can stop us seeing each other. Be strong, Sarah, we’ll win, I promise you.’
‘You make it sound so easy, Billy – if only it were that simple.’
‘We have to at least try.’
‘I feel so guilty, you’ve changed your job and moved house, all because of me. Over Christmas he nagged me all day, threatening what he would do.’ She stopped to dry her eyes. ‘I don’t want to cause you any more trouble. That’s why I ignored your messages.’
They walked to the nearest bench and sat down together.
Tentatively, he asked, ‘Are you still living in, like before?’
‘Yes, four of us share a two-bedroom house. It was converted into flats, solely for student accommodation, and the rooms are small and sometimes it’s impossible to get in the bathroom.’
‘Well, that must stop for a start. Think of the money you’re paying out. You can live with me, rent free,’ he said, squeezing her hand.
‘You mean that?’
He nodded, adding on a lighter note, ‘It would solve your problem with the bathroom too – we’ll share.’ She playfully thumped the top of his arm. ‘I came up here to be near you. It would have been pointless otherwise.’
‘Good, I’m so glad,’ she admitted.
‘I want you in my bed, and to wake up to you every morning …that would be a dream come true.’
‘For me too,’ she agreed, snuggling close.
‘What are we waiting for? Get your stuff together and I’ll pick you up from the railway station. I say that only because we don’t want to be seen together.’
She nodded and looked deeply into his eyes, making him sure she still wanted him.
‘I’ll go then. But what if Dad finds out –’
‘We have to make sure he doesn’t,’ he said, putting his arm around her shoulders and kissing her on the cheek.
She arrived at the railway station bang on time and he drove her to the house.
On entering the living room, Sarah stopped dead in her tracks. Her eyes widened, and a smile lit up her face. Obviously highly delighted, she wiped the corners of her eyes with her fingers, as if overcome with emotion.
‘Gosh, what a transformation! It looks fabulous. And you did all this yourself?’
‘Pretty much. I’m so glad you like it.’
‘I do. How did you get this finished so quickly?’
‘I’ve worked hard.’ He put his arm around her shoulders, and said, ‘It’s not quite finished yet, but now you’re here, it’ll give me an extra incentive to get those final bits done. Why don’t you unpack your things while I cook us a meal?’
‘Okay.’ She smiled, causing Billy’s heart to flip, then added, ‘What have we got because I’m starving?’
‘There’s two steaks in the fridge. How’s that sound?’
‘Just perfect. When I’ve unpacked, I’ll take a quick shower.’
‘This will take about forty-five minutes, so carry on.’
After the meal, having washed up the dirty crockery they watched a romantic film. Once it was over Billy got up, scooped Sarah into his arms and amid much laughter carried her off to the bedroom.
‘Oh, tell me we never be parted again,’ Sarah said.
‘We won’t, I promise.’
‘I’m trying to believe you, despite my dad.’
‘We’ll have to do our best to prove him wrong, won’t we? As long as he doesn’t catch us together, there’s no way he can make any accusations.’
‘Yes, but, from the way he went on at me, he’s more determined than ever to keep us apart.’
Billy chose to ignore this, although it worried him deeply, and just cherished these special moments.
‘Oh, talking of Dad, he had a spot of bad luck not so long ago.’
‘Perhaps that was due to the meddlesome way he interferes in other people’s lives?’
‘No ... Well, I don’t know. I suppose it might be.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s unbelievable.’
‘Go on then, what happened?’
‘Someone slashed his car tyres. The same day the burglar alarm went off and as he’d wired the security lights to come on, all hell broke loose.’
‘I can well imagine.’
‘And then to top that, Reg, the next-door neighbour, complained about the disturbance and they nearly came to blows.’ She laughed. ‘But you haven’t heard the best … When Dad went back in the house after his row with Reg, he said to Mum, “Huh, nothing’s changed, he’s always been on a very short fuse”. Even Mum couldn’t keep a straight face.’
<><><>
With the forthcoming Autumn term two weeks away, Billy tried to wind down. They’d just returned from a sunny five-day break in North Wales, and now, as he sat sipping his coffee on the patio, he felt life was complete; well almost.
Sarah left early that morning to go to her part-time job in Edgincombe; she’d been lucky to get the position serving in a café, a job which the manageress promised would last until October when she returned to university. Billy hadn’t wanted her to go to work at first, but one control freak in the family was enough. Anyway, his spare time was taken up with more work on the house; he’d even battled with the garden – he laid a few feet of decking, landscaped a lawn and planted scrubs and flowers around the perimeter.
Days later when he heard a knock on the front door, Billy had no reason to think it was anyone but Sarah, who must have forgotten her key. When he opened the door to see a sour-faced Mr Baker, he moved back unable to take in what was before him, and, for a few seconds, froze.
‘Where is she?’ Harry growled.
With legs like jelly, he replied, ‘She’s at work.’ He couldn’t imagine how this loathsome person had tracked them down.
‘What the hell are you doing with my daughter? You gave me your word you’d never see her again.’
‘I did no such thing,’ Billy snapped, livid that this man had the gall to turn up on his doorstep. Then, through gritted teeth, he added, ‘We bumped into each other right out of the blue, and after that –’
‘I warned you,’ Mr Baker butted in, ‘to keep away from her and I told you what would happen if you didn’t. I’ll ruin you, lad, if this doesn’t stop. Whatever it takes.’
‘Sure, but you’ll be dragging Sarah’s name through the mud as well. And don’t for one minute imagine your reputation won’t be sullied.’
‘You’re no good. Maybe she’ll hate me at first, but in time she’ll see sense, and thank her lucky stars she had a narrow escape.’
‘No, she won’t. We’re happy here together. And besides how do you propose to split us up? You can’t just carry her off.’ At that Mr Baker barged into the house, nudging Billy into the wall. He was amazed at the cheek of the man as he watched him flop down into an armchair in the living room.
‘Well, I’m staying put until she comes home. I’ll get her to change her mind if it kills me.’
‘I’ll set the law onto you. You’re trespassing on my property,’ Billy threatened.
‘Go right ahead, and I might just let slip about your child molestation. What do you think about that?’
‘You might be in for a long wait. Sarah won’t be home for ages yet.’
‘I don’t care how long she is.’
They sat opposite each other in complete silence both waiting for Sarah, the only sound in the room coming from the tick of the clock. Inwardly, Billy trembled, not because of the pressure from this tyrant, but due to the fear of losing Sarah. Would she have the courage to stand her ground? He hoped to God she would, she was the only family he had, and he couldn’t live without her.
At around two o’clock the front door opened. It had to be her and as always, she shouted, ‘It’s only me.’ Billy didn’t answer hoping she’d guess something was wrong.
When she entered the room, Billy half-smiled, waiting for her reaction to their visitor.
‘Dad, what are you doing here?’ she asked, her bag dropping to the ground, her face now white with shock.
‘Hallo, Sarah. I’m here to take you home – and away from him,’ he told her in a low, calm voice.
‘How did you know I was here?’
‘Your mother,’ he explained, straight-faced. ‘I caught her reading one of your letters. After that it didn’t take much to get the truth out of her.’
Billy shook his head and glanced at Sarah. How could she have been so stupid? Her mother was bound to tell her dad in the end. Why didn’t she telephone, or send a text message? She might have ruined everything now. He well remembered the afternoon, not so long ago, when he’d seen her dad’s true colours. Since then he’d often questioned the hold Mr Baker had over his family. Had it ever gone a step further from threatening verbal behaviour to physical force?
‘I won’t come, Dad,’ Sarah insisted. ‘Even if you force me to go back, I’ll escape. Anyway, we’re planning to get wed soon, and you can’t stop me, I’m over eighteen. Accept it, or leave me alone.’
‘Married? After what he’s done to you – are you mad? I won’t stand by and watch you throw your life away.’ He got to his feet.
‘You don’t have any choice, Dad. I’ve decided. We will be married because we love each other. Threaten all you like, but it won’t change a thing – except to make us suffer.’
‘Sarah!’
‘No, Dad. I’m staying here with Billy. I’ll tell Mum about the wedding, and you’re more than welcome to attend. And now I want you to leave.’
Sarah’s father sighed. ‘You’ll be making the biggest mistake of your life, you little fool. Here I’ve got something to show you.’ He took out some papers from his jacket pocket.
‘What’s this?’ She looked puzzled.
‘I’ve been doing some investigating. Asked a former colleague to put Billy Price through his computer records. And, amazingly, look what he came up with. Seems his dad was convicted of the murder of his wife’s lover and his wife. And later hung himself in prison. There are statements here from Billy himself, as he actually witnessed the scene. Do you really want to be associated with that sort of filth?’ Mr Baker eyes bulged with a self-satisfied look on his face.
Billy became suddenly short of breath.
Sarah laughed. ‘Can’t believe you’d sink so low. I don’t need to look at this, because Billy has already told me all about it. It’s horrific what he went through and, in fact, it makes our love even stronger. It’s my life, Dad, and I’ll decide what’s best for me. Now I won’t ask you again, I want you to go.’
‘Not until you admit your mistake and come with me.’
‘Billy, phone the police, tell them he’s harassing us, and is refusing to leave. Let’s see how he likes being threatened.’
She picked up the receiver and handed it to Billy, and he dialled the number.
‘All right! All right!’ Mr Baker conceded. ‘Put it down.’
Billy did just that.
‘You’ll regret this, Sarah, and when you do, don’t come running to me.’ He pointed a warning finger. ‘You’re on your own now. You’ll get nothing from me or your mother, I’ll make sure of that. I wash my hands of you.’
‘Get out, Dad. You seem to think it’s one rule for you and a different one for everyone else. And don’t take it out on Mum.’
Harry turned around, stormed into the hall, then banged the door behind him. Sarah sighed with relief, and burst into tears.
‘Oh, my God,’ she began. ‘I feared he’d hurt you.’
‘He’s not that stupid. Besides, being a retired policeman, he wouldn’t want to appear in court charged with GBH, now would he? But, Sarah, you were brilliant the way you stood up to him.’
‘I did it for us, Billy, to show you how much I love you.’
‘You did that, but when did I say we were getting wed?’ he said poker-faced. ‘Remind me when I asked you to marry me? It seems to have slipped my mind.’
Just as seriously, she replied, ‘I said that to get rid of him … We don’t have to.’
‘Well actually, I think it’s a great idea.’
A smile crept across her face. ‘Phew, for a minute there I thought you were serious.’
‘I am, now. Will you marry me, Sarah?’ he said, bending down on one knee.’
‘Oh, Billy … yes, please.’ She was bubbling over with excitement. ‘I can’t wait.’
‘Any idea about a date?’ he asked.
‘As soon as possible.’
‘How about in the summer holidays next year.’
‘Yes, but that’s months away.’
‘That’s why I’m suggesting it. I want you to be sure you’re doing the right thing. It’s a big step to take.’
‘I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.’
‘Me neither, but let’s not rush just to get back at your dad. We need to talk about it.’
‘You’re being silly now.’
‘No, I’m not but I don’t want anyone saying I pushed you into it.’ He worried about the implications of what was happening. And didn’t like Sarah being estranged from her family; well, her father. Maybe her mother would find the strength to voice her own opinion, but he doubted it.
She kissed him. There was no doubt she wanted to marry him at the moment, but nineteen-year-olds could be impetuous. Although, he tried to convince himself that the eight-year gap in their ages wasn’t so much, and lots of people got over bigger obstacles. And besides, that bully of a man was nothing more than a hypocrite with Sarah’s mum ten years his junior.




CHAPTER 15

The weeks leading up to Christmas were hectic and pressurised. While Sarah had mountains of work to do to make sure she got through her second-year
exams, Billy did his utmost to bring his students up to scratch to prove his worth. So, any time they had together ended up being work-orientated. Billy longed for the Whitsun holiday when the exams would be over. He still needed to go to the college, but the pressure would ease, allowing their wedding arrangements to be made.
The register office wedding in July was a quiet affair, with only a dozen guests, a few of Sarah’s friends from university and one or two of Billy’s colleagues. The ceremony went smoothly without incident. But it seemed strange, Billy thought, that since his visit in August last year, Sarah’s father hadn’t contacted them or raised any further objections. They sent Sarah’s family an invite, but knew they wouldn’t attend.
The reception took place in the local pub, and after spending the night at home, the following morning they jetted off to Jersey for the honeymoon.
<><><>
By the early September, the excitement of the wedding was over and they took time to adjust to married life. Billy had noticed Sarah wasn’t her usual chirpy self and seemed preoccupied. He’d put it down to the studying, but now he wasn’t quite so sure.
But, by the weekend, everything became clear. They had spent a cold afternoon in the local park and were on their way home. Sarah told him to a stop, and turned to face him.
‘Billy, there’s something I have to tell you,’ she said, unable to look him in the eye. ‘I … I’m almost sure I’m pregnant.’
Stunned, for a second he was speechless. But as the news sank in his eyes widened, and he smiled. ‘My God, is this what’s been bugging you these past few weeks? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?’ He took her in his arms and hugged her tight. ‘I knew something was up, but I never dreamt it would be this.’
‘So, you don’t mind?’
He shook his head. ‘No, I reckon it’s the best news ever.’
‘I thought you’d be angry, because it’s happened at the wrong time. The baby’s due in May.’
‘Well, I suppose we could have timed it better. But, we’ll manage. I’m sure we can find a good nursery or childminder for when you have to return to uni. Let’s hope you don’t go into labour early,’ he told her, squeezing her arm.
‘I have no control over that. But I want to give you a son or daughter you’ll be proud of.’
<><><>
Reluctantly, because of the impending birth, Sarah suspended her final year and would return after the baby was born. She spent most of the last few weeks of her pregnancy at home relaxing. Billy told her to ring him straight away as soon as she had any signs of labour.
She’d woken in the early hours with backache, and when it got worse, woke Billy at once. He fell out of bed in a panic, dressed, rushed downstairs, turned on the grill, made a cup of tea, and kept coming up to see how she was doing. A little later she came down to the sound of the smoke alarm. In his haste, Billy had forgotten the grill and had gone to get the car out of the garage. She entered the smoke-filled kitchen to see him run back in, grab the pan and put it in the sink under a running tap to dowse the flames.
The labour was long but without complications and Billy, present at the birth, found the experience the most moving of his entire life. This time unforgettable for the right reasons.
<><><>
The months after the birth of their daughter were magical, but all too soon it was over. Having discussed the matter, Billy agreed for her to return to re-take her final year at university after three months maternity leave. It was essential that she completed her degree so that she could become a writer. Billy, overwhelmed by his feelings for his daughter, considered looking after her himself. But it was impossible as he was the breadwinner.
After scouring the area for day nurseries and childminders, baby Alice was left with Mrs Atkins. A woman in her mid-forties and a mother of four, she seemed the ideal choice.
As the months passed Billy watched the different phases of his daughter’s development with fascination. To see her bloom and notice certain aspects of her surroundings brought him much happiness. And with Christmas around the corner his enthusiasm kept building, Alice would be five months old and he hoped for the best Christmas ever.
But as the festive season approached Sarah’s normal zest for life seemed to wane. Their usual conversation dried-up and he was hard-pressed to know what to say to her. And whenever he asked her, she always denied anything was wrong.
The pressure came to a head one Friday afternoon early in February. Billy left work early due to a dentist’s appointment and had planned a relaxing afternoon.
On entering the house, he went in search of Sarah and found her upstairs in their bedroom. He stopped in his tracks when he saw her lying on her stomach on top of the bed, face buried in a pillow, sobbing her heart out.
‘Sarah!’ he called out. ‘What’s wrong? Why are you crying?’
She jumped at the sound of his voice; but didn’t answer.
So, he sat on the bed beside her, putting a comforting arm around her shoulders.
‘Please tell me what’s happened?’ She shook her head and continued to cry. ‘What’s causing you to act like this. Has someone upset you?’ His temper rose. ‘Is this down to a visit from your father by any chance?’ Thinking he’d hit the mark he fumed. ‘Why does he have to keep interfering in everyone else’s business?’
‘Billy, it –’
‘I’m sorry but it’s the truth.’
‘Billy, listen –’ But he wouldn’t shut up.
‘No, he’s so busy meddling he can’t, or won’t, admit he’s married to someone much younger than himself …’ Then seeing the look on Sarah’s face, asked, ‘What?’
‘I haven’t seen Dad,’ she whispered, drying her eyes.
‘What’s all this about then? Come on, if you don’t tell me, I can’t help.’
And once again the floodgates opened, and between sobs, she said, ‘I’m pregnant again.’
‘You what? I thought you were on the pill.’ He felt elated, but because of the state she was in, tried his hardest not to smile.
‘I must have forgotten to take it. It’s not funny, Billy. I don’t need this right now.’
‘I agree yet again the timing could have been better – but we’ll cope, we have to. We’ll pay someone to care for the baby, like Alice, and then you can carry on with your studies. It’ll be fine. Come on, it might be a blessing in disguise.’
‘What if I don’t want this baby?’
‘You don’t mean that, Sarah.’
‘Oh, but I do. Although Alice is only seven months old, she’s already a handful. Think about all the sleepless nights we’ve had, and the crying, the not eating. And the bugs she keeps catching. It’s been a nightmare at times even though we love her to bits. To have another so soon and working for my degree will be impossible. I want to have an abortion.’
‘You must be mad. This is our child we’re talking about here.’ He shook his head stunned by the mere suggestion. How could she even consider this option?
‘Sarah, to kill our unborn child because it clashes with your degree isn’t right. Remember the last time – you want to go through that again?’
Tears came into her eyes again.
‘I know this isn’t an ideal situation, but we’ve been through worse. And I promise, I’ll do everything in my power to help.’
But it looked like she had no intention of giving in when she said, ‘Well, as I remember, you were all for me having an abortion.’
‘Yes, but that was different,’ he said. ‘You were much younger for a start, and still at school, you wouldn’t have coped.’
‘You’ll live to regret this, Billy.’ Her tone was hard and determined.
‘Sarah, we’ve got a strong marriage, there’s no reason to be like this.’
‘That’s easy for you to say,’ she said, and stormed off in a huff towards the bathroom. The door banged shut and was bolted.
Billy felt bewildered over how it had happened – surely forgetting to take the pill once wouldn’t have made a difference? Perhaps this was meant to happen. But his thoughts came to an abrupt end when Sarah returned still looking pale. He attempted to hold her, but she pushed him away, saying, ‘I can have an abortion if I want to.’
‘Yes, but how will you live with it? Have you thought about that?’
‘And if I don’t, how will we manage with two children under the age of two?’
‘Together we will. Don’t forget this baby is mine as much as yours.’ When she didn’t reply, he continued, ‘This isn’t the same as when you were carrying that dimwit’s child. You and the baby would have suffered.’
She shook her head angrily. He could understand her attitude to a certain degree, but once the baby was born, she’d feel differently.
‘Anyway, how far gone are you?’
‘Two months.’
‘You’ll feel better once you’ve got used to the idea, I’m sure.’
‘It’s all right for you, you haven’t got to give birth. This is my body it’s happening to, my life. There won’t be any change for you until the baby’s born.’
‘True,’ he conceded, feeling dejected.
Sarah left the room, and went downstairs having heard Alice cry. Billy followed behind, wondering what Sarah would do.
She went to the baby bouncer and took Alice out, holding her close in her arms. The hug and kiss on the cheek showed how much she loved her daughter.
‘Want me to get a bottle?’ Billy asked.
She nodded.
Billy watched her feeding Alice. Surely she wouldn’t have another abortion. Would she?
‘Now tell me you want another termination. I can see how much you love Alice. And it will be the same with the new baby.’
She shook her head. ‘It’s not a baby yet, and it won’t be for a long time.’
Billy frowned, unsure of what would happen next. ‘At the end of the day, it’s up to you –I can’t stop you.’
<><><>
As time passed Billy felt ill at ease with their relationship. She never mentioned the pregnancy, and the absence of morning sickness left him wondering if she’d gone behind his back and had a termination. But before long the evidence was there in front of him. Then it was just a question of waiting for the birth.
The phone call came while Billy was teaching. Everyone looked up as the school secretary hastily entered the classroom.
‘Your wife’s just phoned, Mr Price,’ she whispered. ‘She’s gone into labour. Said not to worry. A neighbour has taken her to the hospital.’
The colour drained from his face. ‘Oh dear, I don’t know what to do first. I have to go.’
‘It’s all right, Mr Price. I’ve already arranged cover. Mr Wilkins will take over.’
‘Thank you.’ He turned to the class, full of smiling faces ‘Sorry, everyone, but it seems ... my wife’s gone into labour. I must dash.’ Red faced, he raised a hand to them, and left to shouts of ‘good luck, sir’.
Having parked the car in the hospital car park, he rushed across to the maternity wing, where they directed him to the delivery room. He tentatively entered and saw Sarah lying on the bed, her face screwed up and bathed in sweat. He hated watching her in agony, but hopefully it wouldn’t be too long. Once the pain eased, a nurse beckoned him over. ‘Mr Price, I take it? Come and hold Sarah’s hand, she’ll need all the help she can get to get through this.’
He pulled up a chair near to the bed, saying, ‘It’s all right I’m here now, love,’ and took hold of her hand. But, to his horror, she turned her face away and tried to withdraw her hand from his. As one spasm of pain followed another, she could show little regard for anything else.
After a long, painful labour that seemed to go on forever, the midwife said, ‘Come on, Sarah, you’re nearly there, I can see its head. One more push now.’
In a final effort to bear down, Sarah clenched her teeth concentrating on getting the baby out. Billy, mesmerised, watched as the baby was born. A boy. He’d got a son.
After the birth, the baby was placed on Sarah’s stomach for a few seconds, and as the midwife whisked him away to clean him up, he belted out his first cries. Billy’s heart soared.
Later, when Sarah had been attended to, the child was returned to them. Billy looked through the sides of the Perspex cot at his son, securely wrapped in a blanket. And got up for a closer look.
He blinked, taking in the stark blackness of the child’s abundant hair and dark complexion. In an instant his heart quickened; his neck and face seemed consumed with heat. The euphoria of minutes before, witnessing the birth, disappeared. The baby before him could not be his son; no wonder she’d toyed with a termination. Her excuses of being tired, and having too much work were lies, a ruse to get her own way to cover up her infidelity.
He turned to see tears of helplessness flowing down Sarah’s cheeks, but being devoured by humiliation, his only emotion was rage. How could she sleep with someone else after all they’d been through together?
Once the nurses had gone, they were alone. Sarah reached for her son, smiling at him, love emanating from her face.
It wasn’t a brave face she was putting on, but a brazen one, Billy thought, and for a while he didn’t say anything.
Eventually, he said, ‘We’ve got some serious talking to do, or more to the point you have.’
‘I’m so sorry, Billy, I didn’t mean for this to happen.’
‘I bet you didn’t. No wonder you wanted an abortion.’
‘It wasn’t like that, it was just the –’
‘I suppose you’ll say it only happened once,’ Billy cut in. ‘Well, I wasn’t born yesterday.’
‘Somebody spiked my drink. I didn’t know I’d end up pregnant with his kid.’
‘Oh,’ he said sarcastically. ‘If you hadn’t got pregnant it wouldn’t have been a problem. Well, it boils down to one thing, you’ve been unfaithful. Whether it was just once or a hundred times.’
‘All right, I made a mistake, but you knew I’d been feeling bad with Alice and all the work at uni.’
But Billy wasn’t listening. ‘And to think what your father put me through. Wonder what he’d say about this?’
‘I know, and I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Going to that ball, well, I let my hair down, and the drink, someone put something in it.’
‘No excuse. How could you? Where were your morals? That’s easy to answer, you don’t have any!’ By this time, he was fuming. Then added, ‘Shame you picked a black guy, or you’d have got away with it.’
‘Okay, you’re right,’ she spat out. ‘That’s why I wanted an abortion. I was frightened of losing you. If you hadn’t come home early that day when I was crying, you’d be none the wiser, I’d have got rid of it. But I had to tell you I was pregnant because I felt so low. After that, I prayed it would be yours.’
‘Well, it isn’t.’
‘If I could turn back the clock, I would. I know I made a terrible mistake. Can’t you forgive me?’ she pleaded, trying to get hold of his hand.
‘No, it’s unforgivable. This was almost the second unwanted pregnancy. It’s over, I can’t trust you.’ He stood up and made for the door.
‘Billy, please …’
‘No,’ he said, and walked out.
The child minder brought Alice back shortly after he’d arrived home, and, at the sight of his daughter, he felt overwhelmed with love. But what would her future hold if he carried out his threats? Luckily, Alice didn’t sense that anything was wrong with her father.
Later that night after playing with her and getting her ready for bed, Billy’s thoughts returned to the dilemma he faced, and his mood plummeted. The same questions went around in his head: could he really throw Sarah out? If so, how would he cope with the aftermath? Life without his daughter wouldn’t be worth living.
He tossed and turned all night; he’d suffered a turbulent past where time and again loved ones were lost, but he couldn’t turn off his feelings for Sarah.
By the following morning, despite his hurt, he’d made his mind up to visit the hospital that afternoon. Alice was delighted to have a brother and wanted to see him.
He arrived fifteen minutes late at two forty-five. Sarah would wonder where he was, or if he was coming at all.
As they stepped out of the lift into the corridor leading to Ward 2, Billy was full of trepidation. He pointed to the first door, and keeping hold of Alice’s hand, said, ‘That’s where Mummy is, sweetheart.’
‘Mamma!’ she shouted, trying to break free from her father.
Sarah got up from the chair at the side of her bed, and as they turned into the ward, she flung her arms wide to encompass her daughter.
‘Thought you’d washed your hands of me,’ she murmured.
But, to avoid an argument, he ignored her comment, and said, ‘Alice wants to see her little baby brother, don’t you, love?’ He sat by the side of the bed and pulled Alice onto his lap. But Alice had other ideas; she wriggled to the floor to stand between her mother and the baby’s cot.
‘So why did you come?’ Sarah continued. ‘Had a change of heart?’
‘If you’re looking for an argument, I’m not up to it, not today. Especially in front of ...’ He gestured towards Alice.
‘It’s all I’ve been able to think about since yesterday. Billy, I love you. I made one stupid mistake, but do you have to crucify me?’
‘It’s not for discussion at the moment. All I will say is, the difference between Alice and the baby will soon be noticeable. No doubt the
poor kid will have many questions thrown at him when he’s older.’
Sarah sighed. ‘I’ve already thought of that, but to me it’s more a case of your bruised ego. It’s important for the baby to live in a loving happy environment with a mum and dad.’
She had a point, but it wouldn’t be easy.
‘Come on, swallow your pride.’
He sighed, still unsure, but with the prospect of being on his own and never seeing Alice, he said ‘All right, Sarah. We’ll see what happens, shall we? But this is your last chance,’ he warned. ‘If I get a sniff that you’re up to no good, that will be it. Understand?’
‘Yes, my love.’ A look of joy and relief came on her face.
She leaned over and kissed him, but he pulled away, saying, ‘So, when are you coming out?’
‘Tomorrow morning, so they tell me. You’ll pick us up?’
He turned to Alice and asked, ‘We’ll fetch mummy tomorrow, won’t we, sweetheart? Don’t worry, I’ll get everything ready,’ he assured Sarah.
‘That would be brilliant. Can’t wait to come home, I hate hospitals,’ she admitted.
‘Me too. And the house is quiet right now.’
‘Come here, you lovely man,’ she said, hugging him.
He smiled.
‘Billy, you won’t regret this, I promise. I’ve been stupid, but I’ve learnt my lesson. I’ll never let you down again.’
‘You won’t, because you won’t get another chance,’ he warned her.
Billy and Alice left the hospital soon afterwards. He’d made it up with Sarah, but he still had a nasty taste in his mouth. He’d do his best to keep the family together, but her actions were hard to forget with the child a daily reminder of her adultery.
The week that followed, Billy was a tower of strength to his wife, as her son who they’d called Aaron, wasn’t the easiest of babies to care for. He took the whole week off and, bar having any physical contact with the baby, carried out all the household tasks. And on the occasions when Billy shied away from handling the child, Sarah either didn’t notice or chose not to.
Later when he was back at work, as the weeks passed, he’d come home to find Sarah crying her eyes out, and Aaron bawling even louder. But, with a small child who vied for her mother’s attention and a baby suffering with colic, there seemed no easy answer. The house was always a mess with fixed mealtimes a thing of the past.
Once Sarah was back at university to resume the modules for her final year, and arrangements were made for the children, the tension eased. But when, in early December, they both came down with sickness and diarrhoea, Billy realised it had only been a temporary lull, a quiet period before the inevitable storm.
It came to a head the next Saturday morning, after a horrific Friday night when Alice, suffering with teething problems, had kept them awake for most of the night. Then Aaron woke in a restless state. Now, sitting at the breakfast table, with both children tucked up in bed and asleep, they enjoyed a quiet interlude.
He’d made a plateful of toast and having poured two cups of tea, asked, ‘Tired?’
‘A bit,’ she yawned. ‘Who wouldn’t be after the night we’ve had?’
‘Too right, but Sarah, this isn’t working, is it?’ he said, staring her in the eye.
‘What are you talking about?’ she asked, taken aback.
‘I mean us having two kids, and both of us working. We’re finding it hard to deal with. I know Mrs Atkins is having the kids, but the house is always untidy, we can’t get any cleaning done, or go out anywhere. And we can’t have any time to ourselves. And apart from Mrs Atkins, we have no family to help. And I feel I’m on own at times, because you have to study at home too. Sooner or later something has to give, or we’ll both crack up.’
With a furrowed brow and looking close to tears, Sarah said, ‘I know Aaron’s a problem. But in all fairness, he has been suffering from colic. One doctor said it may be reflux, which babies suffer with for longer. But it will end.’ She dried her eyes on her sleeve. ‘Then there’s Alice. She’s miserable because I haven’t got time for her.’
‘Yes, yes, I hear what you’re saying,’ he agreed, ‘but the root of the problem is me doing a full-time job and you studying at university. It’s almost impossible to bring up two young kids.’
‘So, what’s the answer?’
He hesitated. From the expression on her face his suggestion would come as a bombshell. But while he wanted Sarah to achieve her ambitions in life, sadly there appeared no alternative.
‘Only one thing we can do,’ he frowned. ‘And that’s for you to leave university.’




CHAPTER 16

Sarah shook her head in disbelief.
‘I’m sorry to suggest it, I really am. I considered taking a year off work myself, but we can’t afford it. I know you’re such a talented writer, but there’s no other way around it right now. When the kids are older, you can resume your studies. And in the meantime, any spare time you have you could write. Who knows you may even,’ – Billy stopped mid-sentence, seeing the anger on Sarah’s face – ‘write a masterpiece.’
‘How dare you suggest that after all the work I’ve done over the past two years? It’ll be wasted. You condescending prig!’
‘Don’t be like that. Believe me, I’ve racked my brains to think of other options, but there aren’t any. The kids have to come first. It was a struggle with one child.’ He shrugged his shoulders, and added, ‘Now it’s virtually impossible.’
‘Go on, it’s written all over your
bloody face,’ she screamed. ‘Say it’s my fault for having Aaron. Thanks a bunch for bringing that up.’
‘I never said anything about –’
He couldn’t finish his sentence as she butted in. ‘If you were more attentive towards me, this might not have happened.’
‘All right, Sarah, that’s enough. No point in carrying on. If you can think of a better idea, let’s hear it.’
She frowned, knowing there wasn’t any alternative. ‘When can I go back to uni? Sometime never, eh, Billy,’ she moaned. ‘Well, if I don’t get my degree, it’ll be your fault.’
‘No, Sarah, you can’t put that on me. You’re just looking for someone to blame.’ He didn’t like this any more than she did.
She continued in the same vein. ‘So I’ll be stuck here with Alice and Aaron all day. That’ll be a lot of fun!’
‘It won’t be forever. You ought to want to be with them as much as you can. I’ve told you once they’re at nursery, you’ll be free to do other things. A job, or a writing course at home. I can help you with the cost towards it.’
‘That’ll never happen. All right, so it’s my own bloody fault, but that doesn’t make me feel any better.’
In her present mood, he chose not to answer. She was twisting his words.
She scowled, not realising how difficult this would be for him, having worked so hard to help her. And he questioned whether she’d have the motivation to pick up her studies at a later date.
<><><>
After quitting University Sarah’s mood dropped; although she said life was easier to cope with, she seemed listless.
But gradually she got used to staying at home and appeared to enjoy the children. Billy, too, felt more content, accepting Aaron, and looking upon him as his own. One day when the lad was three, he got the idea of buying the lad a football kit and a ball, since he had liked kicking a ball about with his dad.
‘Hey, Aaron,’ he said when he came home from work, his surprise behind his back. ‘Have a little surprise for you, and for you too, Alice.’
‘What, Daddy?’
‘Close your eyes and I’ll show you,’ he said. ‘And you as well, Alice.’
They did; and he placed the kit and ball on his lap and a Barbie doll beside Alice.
‘You can open your eyes now.’
Alice opened hers first. ‘Oh, Daddy, thank you, a barbie doll.’
Next it was Aaron’s turn. When he opened his eyes, he screamed with delight. ‘A football! Can we play outside, Daddy?’
‘What about the kit?’
‘Can I put it on?’
‘Yeah, sure.’
He helped the lad change into the black and gold strip.
‘Come on, let’s go around the back and kick the ball. Why don’t you come too, Alice?
She nodded.
Aaron looked so sweet in his kit, but got carried away with kicking the ball, knocking it against a fence twice with a loud bang. But, to see his two kids so happy was, for him, a joy.
<><><>
Before long the kids were at nursery and school respectively. Sarah had more time, and though it crossed his mind to prompt her about Open University courses, it was a touchy subject and he thought better of it.
Early into the school year, however, lost in marking English papers, he was brought back to the present by Sarah suddenly coming up behind him. She threw her arms around his chest.
‘Guess what?’ she asked.
‘Don’t know, surprise me.’
‘Got myself a job.’ She sounded pleased.
‘Really, good for you love!’ he said, trying to sound upbeat.
‘It’s at that new supermarket off the High Street. The hours are ten to three, so it’ll fit in with dropping off and picking up the kids. And it’s only ten minutes away,’ she explained enthusiastically
‘What will you be doing?’
‘Checkout operator. The money isn’t fantastic, but I’ll get more later on.’
‘Hope you like it.’ It was up to her how she filled her time, but in truth he was disappointed.
Still smiling, she continued, ‘I start next Monday. It’ll be nice to have my own money for a change and not have to rely on you.’
‘Yes, but I earn enough for the both of us,’ he pointed out. ‘I’ll give you anything you want.’
‘That’s the problem,’ she snapped. ‘I want my own money to spend.’
Her mood changed and to pacify her, he said, ‘As long as it makes you happy, love, but you could do other things with your time.’
‘I thought you wanted me to get a job. Anyway, from now on I’ll be able to pay my own way.’
Sarah’s mind was made up, and she seemed overjoyed by the prospect of starting work. Billy had hoped she’d channel her energy into something more worthwhile but didn’t dare suggest it.
‘Okay, love, you win. I can see why and at least you’ll get a break from CBeebies and Play-Doh,’ he joked. ‘And it’s better than sitting around the house. So good luck to you.’ He stretched over and kissed her on the cheek.
‘Thanks for being so understanding. I wasn’t sure how you’d react, but I’m relieved you’re all right about it. You’re really the best husband anyone could ever wish for.’ She kissed him on the lips.
Luckily, Sarah took the cashiering job in her stride and from the start seemed enthused by it. And other than a few minor changes to their lifestyle, everything worked out well.
And when Sarah got her first pay cheque, she blew most of it within an hour on a mad spending spree for her and the children.
Billy felt glad for her, she liked the job and her mood improved.
They’d had their troubles and thankfully come through. And it came as no surprise when one night whilst he was marking, she put her arms around him in her usual wheedling way, saying, ‘Darling ... I’ve got a big favour to ask.’
‘Oh, yes, and what’s that?’
‘Joan, one of the girls I work with, has invited me to her twenty-first birthday party. I’m not that bothered, but it’s best to keep in with them – you never know when you might need a favour. Would you mind?’
‘No, no, of course not,’ he lied, remembering her last night out. ‘So, when?’
‘Next Friday. They’re all going straight from work, so I’ll take some clothes with me. Not sure when I’ll get back, because we’re off to the pub after work for a bite to eat and drink, and then on to a club.’
He didn’t like the sound of this one bit but didn’t like to be a killjoy, so in the end, said, ‘Okay, love. Enjoy yourself – after all when did you last have a good night out?’
‘Can’t remember,’ she admitted. ‘Sure, it’s okay– I mean if it’s a problem I could always tell them I can’t come.’
He shook his head, ‘No, not at all. And besides I’ll have the kids to myself for a change.’
‘All right, just this once,’ Sarah said guiltily.
Back to the pretence of marking, Billy’s mind constantly drifted to her night out and his concentration was totally lost. In the end, he feigned tiredness and went to bed.
The event was forgotten about until the day before when she came back from work laden down with a blue figure-hugging low-cut dress, a short jacket and pair of high-heeled shoes, which she’d purchased during her break.
On the morning of the day, he said goodbye to Sarah telling her to enjoy herself. Reminding her to take her key, in case she was later than expected getting home, his stomach churned. This was only the second time she’d been out on her own since they’d married – and he well remembered what happened the first time.
Mid-afternoon Billy collected the kids from nursery and felt elated at the sight of their cute, eager faces; how he wished he could do this more often. He even enjoyed preparing a meal for them at teatime. And afterwards came a visit to the cinema to see Disney’s The Lion King, which they loved. It seemed strange, he realised later, that he’d all but forgotten Sarah.
And when they got home at just turned nine o’clock, both children were heavy-eyed and it was way past their bedtime.
With the children tucked up in bed Billy started clearing up. When they’d gone out earlier he hadn’t washed up and the kids’ toys were strewn everywhere.
Finally, sitting down in the quiet of the living room to enjoy a cup of cocoa, his thoughts returned to Sarah. As it was a Friday night, he’d planned to wait up for her, but by midnight having trouble keeping his eyes open, he went to bed.
But with Sarah constantly on his mind, sleep evaded him. Aware that the clubs were open until after two o’clock in the morning he imagined the whole group of giggly women sauntering along, legless. He’d omitted to ask if the others were single or married.
A short while later he was brought out of a fitful nap by a commotion taking place in the street. Rubbing his eyes, he got out of bed and tentatively peeked through the edge of the drawn curtains. And as he’d visualised earlier, a gang of about six young women were grouped together, each holding the other up. He watched Sarah break free of them, jacket over her arm showing the full depth of the front of the dress in all its glory, and amid giggles and shouts of ‘see you’, she staggered up the garden path giving one last wave.
On hearing the key turn in the door, Billy quickly tiptoed away and got into bed. He lay listening to her dulcet tones downstairs. The landing light came on followed a few seconds later by a loud bump. ‘Damn’, he heard her shout, falling on to the stairs.
He got up and went to the landing. ‘Hey, Sarah, you all right?’
‘Oh, hi, Billy. It’s these damn shoes, they’re not very easy to walk in,’ she said, taking them off.
‘Good time?’
‘Yeah, great. Just need the toilet before I go to bed.’
‘Okay, see you in a bit.’
After a few minutes she came out of the bathroom and opened the door, allowing the yellow light to filter into the room.
Scantily clad in bra and panties, Billy watched her through screwed up eyes as she undid her bra strap, allowing it to fall to the floor closely followed by her panties. She then bent down and pulled out a flimsy nightie from underneath her pillow, which she dragged over her head.
When she got in beside him, he felt her soft body mould into his. What had started as anger and worry quickly changed into desire. She shivered, rubbing herself against him. As he turned over, her hand moved to his middle. He gasped with sheer joy.
‘Thought you were asleep.’
‘Well, you woke me.’
‘Did I indeed?’ she teased. ‘Or were you awake all the time, worrying over me?’
She’d seen through him, but he didn’t care. As he kissed her, he noticed the strong aroma of alcohol on her breath. But he wanted her badly and it seemed she felt the same.
Lying in each other’s arms afterwards, Billy joked, ‘You’ll have to go out more often if this is the result.’
‘Funny, you should say that ...’ she began.
‘You’re not serious.’
‘I am. There’s another birthday coming up soon – would you mind?’
‘Go if you like,’ he said, wishing this was the last of her nights’ out.
‘Billy, you’re a treasure.’ She kissed him.
‘To be honest, I’d rather have you to myself.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘But I’m not a control freak like a certain Mr Baker.’
‘Oh him,’ she replied as they both started to laugh. ‘You know, I hardly ever think about Dad these days.’
‘Tell you the truth, I try not to either. Anyway,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘How was it tonight?’
‘Great, hilarious as a matter of fact. Haven’t laughed so much in ages. Mind you, it’s wonderful to have you to come home to.’
‘That’s nice to hear.’
‘Well, you’ve just given me the best homecoming ever,’ she giggled.
He was glad Sarah seemed happier. Hopefully she’d settle down now, as after she’d left university he’d feared their relationship would crumble. Thank God that hadn’t happened. Looking on the bright side, every time she went out, he had the children to himself.
<><><>
Three weeks later when Billy got home from work, Sarah was busily getting ready to go out. But this time one of her friends had offered to pick her up from home.
Billy didn’t disapprove of Sarah’s plans; but seeing her dolled-up brought a feeling of acute jealously. And no amount of telling himself he’d enjoy being with the kids would quell the envy within him.
Unfortunately, Billy had a bumpy ride as both the children were irritable with bad colds. And at bedtime they took an interminable time to go to sleep. Once he’d settled them down and cleared up downstairs it was after eleven o’clock. He stayed up for half an hour, but having drunk a warm drink and feeling exhausted, he went to bed.
At the sound of his alarm whirring, his eyes sprang open. Light filtered in through the curtains, his first thoughts were of work. Then reality dawned: today was Saturday – thank goodness. He must have put the alarm clock on by mistake. With luck Sarah hadn’t woken, nor the two little monsters; he smiled, remembering the difficulty he’d had getting them to sleep. He swung his legs out of bed, put on his slippers and reached for his dressing-gown.
But as he turned around, he saw her side of the bed hadn’t been slept in. Surely if she’d got up early and straightened it, it would have woken him. Filled with a sense of dread, he investigated.
The bathroom was empty, and the kids were still fast asleep. Downstairs he checked the living room, expecting to see her on the sofa, then the kitchen and dining room. When he realised she hadn’t come home, his fear turned into anger. She’d stayed out all night and hadn’t even bothered to phone.
He rushed upstairs to get his mobile which was charging on the bedside table. It displayed: ‘1 new message’. He pressed the button and read it: ‘Staying over at Jenny’s, hope you don’t mind. See you later.’ Sent at two-thirty am.
A modicum of relief swept over him. She was safe and had tried to contact him. Perhaps it didn’t much matter if she stayed at a friend’s house. As long as it was only a friend.
But as the morning wore on, having washed and dressed the children and prepared their breakfast, his thoughts were never far from his wife’s behaviour. Why would she sleep at a friend’s rather than return home? None of the girls lived more than a few miles away.
Then, while the kids played in their rooms, Billy cleaned the house, pondering over what had become of his wife.
By lunch time with still no sign of Sarah, Billy’s anger returned. She’d been out of the house now for twenty-four hours without a thought for anyone but herself.
By the time she arrived home two hours later, Billy’s mood had reached fever-pitch. He’d given the children their lunch, got Aaron to sleep for his afternoon nap, and washed up.
‘Hallo, everybody. How are you guys? Missed me?’ she said, holding out her arms for Alice to run into.
‘Yes, Mummy, where have you been?’ Alice asked. ‘Aaron missed you too, he kept crying.’
‘Oh, I was just out with a girlfriend, and then I went shopping – and look, I’ve bought you some sweeties!’ She handed her daughter a packet of jelly babies.
‘Have you eaten?’ Billy asked curtly.
‘Yes, a burger with Jenny. And I bought a new jumper.’ Oblivious to her husband’s state of mind, she removed a beige sweater from her bag. ‘Isn’t it gorgeous, lovely and soft … cashmere.’ She held it up. He nodded, wondering how much that had cost. She then explained about her night out, and how everyone had had too much to drink.
Billy listened intently trying to look interested. Eventually, having heard enough prattle, he said, ‘Well, I’m glad you’re home at last. I began to think you weren’t coming back at all.’
Being so full of herself and her new way of life she didn’t take the bait, but elaborated about Jenny’s flat, seemingly unaware she’d done anything wrong, or that he was livid. He needed to put a stop to this, but at what cost?
<><><>
These odd ‘girlie nights out’, as Sarah called them, soon became a regular occurrence. At one point he suggested she restrict her ‘outings’ to once a fortnight. But she vehemently objected, saying she wasn’t squandering his money, it was her money she spent. Which Billy secretly had to admit was true, not only that, she kept the house clean and did more than her fair share of looking after the kids. Deep down it rankled him. The group of girls she accompanied were all unmarried, and he’d noticed of late that she never went into any detail about these outings. He worried and wasn’t sure of what to do.
He’d noticed they were no longer as intimate as before. He found it difficult to put his finger on why. They didn’t argue and were even affectionate towards each other. Although he had no proof, he couldn’t shake off the idea she was seeing someone else.
As if by fate, one Friday night a few weeks later, Billy took the children to the local cinema to see Madagascar, a film targeted at a young audience, but he enjoyed it too. As he drove out of the car park, he turned into the busy Dexford High Street, catching a glimpse in the rear-view mirror of the children’s ice cream spattered faces. He had hoped the traffic would be lighter tonight, so they could get home quickly, but they proceeded at a snail’s pace. He imagined carrying them upstairs to bed, but was brought back to his senses by Alice’s excited voice. ‘Oh, look, Daddy, it’s Mummy.’
On both sides of the road the pavements heaved with people, making their way to one of the trendy pubs and clubs, so it was almost impossible to spot anyone. But with Alice’s next comment, ‘Over there, Daddy, by the big lamp,’ Billy turned and caught a glance of what looked like the back of Sarah, linking arms with a man.




CHAPTER 17

‘No, it can’t be Mummy, she’s out with her friends,’ Billy maintained.
‘But it looks like her,’ Alice insisted. ‘I thought all Mummy’s friends were girls?’
‘Oh, they are, sweetheart,’ Billy quickly put in. ‘Come on, let’s forget it.’
But Billy couldn’t and wished the traffic would speed up so he could have a better look. Whoever the couple were, they were moving in the opposite direction.
‘She’s kissing him now,’ Alice persisted, unable to let it go. ‘Daddy … what’s she doing that for?’
‘I’ve already told you, it’s not her.’ But a cold shiver ran down his spine; the woman’s black coat and boots were like items Sarah owned … and the short blonde hair.
‘Mummy, Mummy,’ Alice shouted through the open window.
‘It isn’t your mother. Wind up the window and stop it.’ But his abrupt tone upset her and she started to cry, and a few seconds later Aaron joined in.
As Billy steered the car out of the High Street towards home, he glanced back but the couple were gone, prompting him to say, ‘Honest, it wasn’t her, guys, only someone who looked like her.’
‘But, Daddy –’ Alice began.
‘No buts, the subject is closed, all right? And I don’t want either of you mentioning this to Mummy in the morning either, she’ll be upset, and we can do without that, can’t we?’
Alice didn’t answer, but her expression spoke volumes.
After that he talked about the film they’d seen, but it became a one-sided conversation, with Aaron dropping off to sleep and Alice sitting tight-lipped.
But, driving home, Billy’s thoughts remained with the young couple arm in arm. Admittedly, he couldn’t be one hundred per cent sure, but it
tormented him deep inside. If he raised the subject she’d laugh or scream and shout at him for daring to suggest such a thing. No, he would have to keep it to himself for now, and hope Alice wouldn’t mention it either.
Later that night when she arrived home, Billy pretended to be asleep. The next morning Sarah acted normally. If it was her, she didn’t realise she’d been seen. And in the days that followed, despite Billy’s determination to find out the truth, they got on well and, at one point, were even intimate.
Each week when Sarah went out, Billy became ever more anxious – the whole situation drove him crazy. He’d even searched her belongings for incriminating evidence but drew a blank. And although mindful that the children would suffer if his suspicions were confirmed, he needed to get to the bottom of it. Ultimately, after endless soul searching, he came up with a plan.
A colleague, Jane, an English language lecturer, had on occasions, offered to babysit so he and Sarah could have a night out. Her daughter, Dilly, attended the same school as Alice, and Jane was acquainted with Sarah.
<><><>
Having dropped the children off at their friend’s house, Billy made for Dexford, daunted by his task ahead. Sarah had gone out saying, as usual, not to wait up. Well, was she in for a surprise.
He parked the car at the back of the Bull’s Head pub and walked through a side door and into a corridor. Even at eight o’clock the sound of the juke-box drew him towards the Lounge. When he’d planned this escapade, he had hopes of coming across a bunch of loud glitzy women giggling, Sarah amongst them. But, as this wasn’t the case, he sauntered up to the bar and ordered a pint of lager.
With the drink in his hand, he leaned against the bar and surveyed the room: mainly filled with young people enjoying themselves. His breathing became erratic, and he wondered if he should be here at all. If she walked in, what would she say? If his suspicions were correct, he may witness something he wouldn’t like.
He turned around, held up his glass to order another drink and for a few seconds the din in the room became unbearable. The barmaid approached asking, ‘Same again, lovey?’
He didn’t answer and stared towards the end of the bar. She followed his gaze, and then touching his hand, said, ‘You all right, ducks? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost?’
He nodded before saying, ‘A brandy, please.’
Through the mosaic mirrored tiles, he caught sight of a young couple huddled together and gazing into each other’s eyes, lost in conversation. They kissed passionately and held hands.
Billy began to breathe erratically, his hand shaking with anger as he gulped down his drink, staring at the reflection of the well-built male sitting next to Sarah. Having drained the glass, he banged it down on the bar and spun round, making his way to the corner of the room where the ‘love-birds’ sat. Maybe, he’d soon find out why she’d chosen such a brute.
The expression on Sarah’s face ranged from panic to sheer horror and she moved away from her companion, who seemed to take a while to work out what was going on.
‘Hallo, Sarah – this is a surprise,’ Billy said. ‘Fancy seeing you here. Don’t mind if I join you, do you? Why don’t you introduce me’ – he indicated with the side of his head – ‘to your friend here?’
‘This isn’t what you think.’ By now, Sarah’s face was bright red.
‘Oh yes? And what would I be thinking?’ Billy mocked, and when she didn’t reply, he continued, ‘Are you telling me he’s just an acquaintance?’
‘Er …yes. Ryan – he works out the back of the supermarket, unloading the deliveries,’ she explained, a slight tremor in her voice.
‘Oh, that’s a bit physical, isn’t it?’ Billy added dryly. ‘It figures.’
‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Oh, nothing, love.’
Unaware of what Billy was getting at, Ryan grinned saying, ‘Yeah … and it helps keep me fit.’
‘I can see that.’
And, changing the subject, Sarah asked, ‘Where are the kids?’
‘They got invited to a friend’s house, and remembering what you said about going to the Bulls Head, I decided it was about time I met those girlfriends you can’t stop talking about … I never meant to spoil your evening.’
Sarah laughed. ‘They’ll be here soon, Billy. They’re not your type, what you might describe as a little near to the knuckle.’
‘Maybe they are, but perhaps I should take a leaf out of your book, and … What’s the expression? Go with the flow.’
‘They’d have you for breakfast, mate, you wouldn’t last five minutes,’ Ryan smirked.
‘You reckon?’ He looked at Sarah. ‘I never dreamed you’d do this to me.’
‘Well, it was you who encouraged me to enjoy myself,’ she said.
‘Yes, but I didn’t expect you to go gallivanting off with …’ He gesticulated towards Ryan. But no sooner had he uttered the words, his heart beat faster and the adrenaline heightened his trepidation.
‘You want to watch what you’re saying, mate,’ Ryan said.
‘I’m not blind, you know? I caught you out tonight, and I saw you both together a few weeks back.’ But there was no talking to him, so he turned, and addressing Sarah, said, ‘And you know what, Alice pointed you out!’
Ryan got to his feet, kicking over a wooden stool, and glared at Billy with a balled-up fist. How Billy would have liked to thump the bloke but looking up at him now he realised how much bigger Ryan was than him.
Hoping a warning might do the trick, he said, ‘This has to stop right now – why don’t you find someone of your own kind?’
That was it. Ryan bunched his fists even more tightly, his eyes bulging and nostrils flaring, and spat out, ‘Go fuck yourself, mate.’
Billy never saw the punch coming as it crunched right into the bridge of his nose. The pain was excruciating and within seconds he crumpled to the floor, unconscious before he hit the ground.
He woke up with a start, from the feel of ice-cold water on his face. His head ached and his nose throbbed. A small crowd had gathered around and who he took to be the licensee clumsily administered first aid using a wet sponge and towel, which were both soaked in blood.
‘You all right, mate?’ he asked.
‘Yeah, I’ll be fine in a minute,’ Billy moaned, breathing heavily. ‘But it throbs like hell … My eyes don’t feel too good either.’
‘The whole of your face looks swollen. And that nose, well, it might be broken, you ought to go to the hospital.’
He shook his head at the landlord, saying, ‘No, no, I just need a few minutes.’ He couldn’t go to hospital; he had the children to pick up.
After a while, a bystander helped him on to a chair where he rested. It wasn’t only his face; his whole body ached.
He felt shattered and humiliated.
‘Any better now?’ a young man asked.
‘Yeah, a bit.’
‘God, he didn’t half lay into you. What did you do to deserve that?’
‘Nothing. Unless it had something to do with me telling him to stay away from my wife.’
‘The gaffer would have thrown the bloke out, but he made a swift exit. I’ve never seen anything like it. He flared up like a bottle of pop. You want to get the police onto him – grievous bodily harm, isn’t it?’
‘No, it’s all right - I have to pick up my kids.’
‘Suit yourself, mate.’ The young man shrugged his shoulders.
‘Any chance of a glass of water before I go?’
‘Yeah, no problem.’ The landlord disappeared behind the bar.
Billy noted Sarah had gone too; she should have stayed to make sure he was all right. How humiliating – he wanted to cry.
The small crowd dispersed, the incident now over, and the atmosphere in the pub returned to normal. Billy gulped down his drink and left.
He sat in the car for a few minutes, still in pain, stressing over his family’s plight now Sarah’s affair was out in the open. He wouldn’t be able to stop Ryan physically from seeing her, of that he was sure; his only hope was to persuade her that her future lay with him. Although, if he and Sarah were ever to be reconciled, his pride would be at stake. But he didn’t like to envisage the fate of his children if the marriage broke down altogether. And what she saw in that hooligan, he couldn’t fathom. Surely, she must find it difficult to have an intelligent conversation with him.
As he drove back to Jane’s house he tried to come up with a story to explain the state of his face. 
After knocking on the front door, Billy heard the commotion of excited children’s voices, and amid all the noise, Jane stood before him.
‘Billy!’ she exclaimed. ‘Never thought these three would still be bounding with energy at nine o’clock at night.’ She stopped, and her mouth dropped open. ‘My God, what happened to your face?’
He squirmed with embarrassment, saying, ‘Oh nothing ... I should watch where I’m going.’
‘How did that happen?’
‘Doesn’t matter – it’s painful but I’ll be fine. Anyway, I’d best get the children back home, they’re normally in bed by now.’
‘Of course, although I doubt they’ll want to leave. Come in, please. They made a tent in the living room earlier, I suppose that’s where they are.’ She shouted for them to come into the hall, and in almost a whisper, said, ‘If you’re in a bit of trouble, I’m a good listener.’
‘Thanks, Jane, but that won’t be necessary.’
She didn’t answer only inclined her head.
Luckily, Aaron and Alice were too full of themselves to notice their father’s face, but on the way back, the constant chatter and lively behaviour got to him; he couldn’t hold his temper and shouted, ‘Shut up! Both of you.’
They stopped instantly, stunned into silence, leaving their father wracked with guilt for the rest of the journey.
Billy quickly got the children ready for bed, saying it was way past their bedtime. He hated himself for venting his anger at them, when it was none of their doing. And he dreaded the endless questions Alice would raise when she noticed his bruised face. And how would he explain the whereabouts of their mother? Much remained unanswered: when would he see her again? Did he want to see her again? Would she get fed up of lover boy and ask for another chance?
That night, Billy lay awake worrying, getting no sleep at all.
When the alarm rang at seven o’clock the full force of what lay ahead hit him. The moment he’d been dreading arrived at breakfast half an hour later when Alice asked, ‘Daddy, what have you done to your face?’
‘Oh, nothing much,’ he replied, touching his still delicate nose. ‘I wasn’t watching where I was going, and a door hit me.’
‘Did it hurt, Daddy?’ Aaron said staring at him, making him uncomfortable.
‘A bit. I shall have to watch where I’m going in future – won’t I?’ Billy said, trying to shrug it off.
Alice giggled. ‘Daddy, you look ever so funny.’
‘I bet I do! Is it an improvement?’ He dabbed his nose with a damp wipe.
They both giggled at him, nodding their heads in agreement.
‘I want Mummy,’ Aaron said.
‘She’ll be back later. She slept over at a friend’s.’ Billy was doing his best not to sound emotional.
‘I want to tell her about Jane. She’s ever so funny and played with us all the time.’
‘Alice, you can tell her tonight when you see her, can’t you? Now come on, chop, chop … Let’s get cleared up or Mummy will be angry, won’t she?’
Both children sighed with disapproval but did as they were told.
He felt jittery as he opened the front door and made his way to the bathroom. There he inspected his injuries again, and though the swelling had gone down, the bruises round his eyes and nose were a yellowy-purple; he looked a sight. The bruising to his face would take days to heal, but hopefully by Monday it wouldn’t be so bad.
Uppermost in his mind was Sarah’s illicit affair. If she didn’t show her face soon he’d have to seek her out, find out her intentions; after all the children’s wellbeing must come first. Over the years he’d heard of cases where divorces had taken place and custody of the children was invariably given to the mother. The prospect of that happening didn’t bear thinking about. He loved his two kids dearly, Aaron as much as Alice, and a life without them would tear him apart.
At home, still trying to get his head around everything that had happened, he decided to have the locks changed in case he had unwelcome visitors. Once that was done, he felt a measure of relief.
Constantly during the day, first Alice and then Aaron asked about their mother, forcing Billy to lie by saying she’d gone to stay with a girlfriend whose mother had died. He’d be on tenterhooks until the whole mess was sorted out, and he dreaded the outcome.
On Monday Billy took the kids to nursery and school and arranged for the childminder, who’d looked after Alice before, to pick them up in the afternoon and give them a meal. The evening went like clockwork; since Sarah had gone out more, he’d had to cope on his own and enjoyed every minute with them.
Sarah would turn up soon, as despite all she’d done, she was a good mother and loved her children – it was just a matter of time. A few days later, on Friday night, when a knock came on the door and he opened it to see Sarah complete with lover boy, he was taken aback. His mind had been preoccupied with where he’d take the children tomorrow.
‘Why did you change the locks?’ Sarah asked sternly. ‘It’s not as if there’s anything worth stealing. All I want is my own belongings. So, if you’ll let me pass I’ll get them.’
For a second and taken by surprise, Billy felt flummoxed and didn’t answer.
‘I want my things ...’ she repeated.
‘Can I come in or what?’
‘Up until a few days ago it was your home.’ He pointed at Ryan, standing behind Sarah with a smirk on his face. ‘Not him. He’s stays outside.’
Ryan moved forward flexing his fingers, but Sarah stopped him, saying, ‘It’s all right, Ryan, wait in the car – he won’t cause me any trouble.’
Billy didn’t answer, but stepped aside for her to enter and slammed the door.
In the bedroom he watched her take the large suitcase from the top of the wardrobe and fill it with her clothes. She placed her toiletries from the dressing table into another bag. Finally, she marched out on to the landing.
Downstairs she hesitated, looking in the kitchen cupboards and drawers, but didn’t take anything.
‘Right, that’s it. I’ll be off.’
‘Suit yourself,’ he said, trying to sound nonchalant.
Then, looking him straight in the face, she said, ‘I’m sorry, Billy, but I made a terrible mistake. I should never have married you, I realise that now. I was too young. It was never going to work.’
‘Oh, and I suppose it will this time, with him?’ He pointed in the direction of the door. ‘You say you should never have married me, but aren’t you’re doing the same again?’
‘I’m not.’
‘Rushing into another relationship. Your feelings for him might fizzle out if someone else takes your fancy.’
‘I guessed you’d have a horrible comment to make.’
‘What do you expect? You’ve been cheating on me for God knows how long. But, Sarah, what do you see in him? Why … he’s as dull as dishwater.’
‘No, he isn’t. Anyway, I love him.’
‘Oh, sure you do. But intellectually you’re streets apart. It’ll drive you nuts, if you have to come down to his level.’
‘I’m not the person you think I am … far from it. And I’ll never live up to who you want me to be, especially when it comes to writing. But there’s more to life than scribbling rubbish down on a piece of paper.’
Billy shook his head. To hear her say that was very disappointing.
‘Anyway, once I’ve settled in with Ryan, I’ll be coming back for the kids.’
‘Have you any idea what this will do to them?’
‘Yes, I have, but it’s no good, you can’t bring them up on your own, you’re at work all day. And besides they’re mine, and every child needs a mother.’
‘I don’t see it like that.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Oh, just that I’m Alice’s father and God only knows who Aaron’s father is?’
‘That’s where you’re wrong, Mr Bloody-Know-It-All. Ryan is Aaron’s father and he has rights too.’
He gasped and wondered just how long this affair had been going on.




CHAPTER 18

‘You know what I’m saying, Billy.’
Eventually, having pulled himself together he replied, ‘You said Aaron resulted from a one-night stand and someone spiked your drink. And now suddenly here’s his father crawling out of the woodwork. You’ve been seeing him behind my back all along – haven’t you?’
‘Think what you like,’ she said with an uncompromising look on her face. ‘Sure, I’ve known him for a while, helped him get a job at the supermarket. He’s a good worker and I know he will be a good father and partner. Once we started working together, we got real close and that’s when I thought it only fair to tell him about his son.’
‘You cow,’ Billy spat out. ‘And when I remember all the vile remarks your father made about me!’ He shook his head in disbelief.
She ignored his comment. ‘I’m seeing a solicitor about a divorce and I want custody of the children.’
‘Well, I won’t take it lying down. I love both those kids dearly,’ Billy said with a snarl. ‘But I’ll tell you something, you’re a complete bitch.’
Sarah laughed, seeming sure he stood no chance of keeping them.
‘You’d be wasting your time trying to get custody. Me and Ryan are Aaron’s real parents, and no court will ever split two children up. Battle it out if you want, but you’ll be the one who’s hurt – and what about the money you’d waste. Give in, and we’ll come to an amicable agreement. Unconditional visitation rights to see Alice every other weekend.’
‘I can’t believe you’re doing this,’ he said.
‘It’s only what I’m entitled to.’
‘Just go, Sarah.’
‘Oh, and did I mention I’m due to half of everything, including the house?’ she said, widening her eyes.
Billy grimaced; this didn’t bear thinking about. He picked up her large suitcase, took it to the front door and threw the heavy case as far as he could towards the car. He then turned to see Sarah, her face a mask of thunder, struggling with the rest of her belongings. Ryan came out of the car and ran towards him. Sarah screamed and caught Ryan by the arm, warning him not to retaliate. For once he listened, and instead took Sarah’s suitcase and put it in the boot of the car.
‘Be seeing you,’ she hissed. ‘I’ll be in touch via my solicitor.’
‘You do that, you bitch.’
‘Now, now, temper, temper. Oh, if I were you, I’d make the most of the children while you’ve got them. Bye!’
In answer, and shaking his head, he stormed off back to the house, and slammed the door shut.
He went straight to the cabinet in the living room and poured a whisky, gulped it down, and sat down with a sigh.
Not again. His wife had gone and despite his bravado, he’d never gain custody of his kids. Why was life so cruel? Just when everything was going so well, this happens. And without his children he was nothing.
<><><>
The following morning Alice and Aaron came downstairs together holding hands, eager-eyed and ready for the day’s excursion.
‘Can we have breakfast, Daddy?’ Alice asked. ‘Where are we going today?’
‘Sit yourselves down in the kitchen and I’ll get you both a bowl of coco pops. When you’ve finished we’ll discuss how to spend the day.’
Alice pressed the television remote and they sat watching Scooby-Doo, crunching away at their cereal and slurping strawberry milk shakes, unaware of the trauma they’d soon have to endure.
‘Daddy, is Mummy ever coming back?’ Alice asked suddenly.
‘Of course, she’ll only be away for a few days,’ Billy told her.
‘Me miss Mummy,’ Aaron said tearfully.
‘I know you do – so do I. But her friend is ill, and she has to look after him. Don’t worry; you’ll see her soon. When her friend’s better.’
‘I thought it was her friend’s mummy who was ill, Daddy,’ Alice pointed out.
‘Yes, sweetheart, it is.’
‘But you said she had to look after him.’ She hesitated, looking at her father for an answer before adding, ‘And, last night you said Mummy had to care for your friend’s mother.’
‘Oh, so I did, I’m getting mixed up that’s all.’
Billy felt grateful for the breathing space when Aaron changed the subject, saying, ‘Why Mummy not come home? I want Mummy.’
‘I know, we all do. But her friend is very upset. And your mum knows I’ll look after you, while she’s away.’
Their questions kept coming … why this, why that, until both children were sobbing. Alice asked, ‘Is she staying away because of us?’
‘No. You can visit, or even stay for a while.’
‘Daddy come too?’ Aaron suggested.
By the time they were ready, Billy’s nerves were shattered. Having told one lie another followed until the whole story had little bearing on the truth. In future, he’d have to explain about Ryan but not yet.
So, Aaron’s suggestion that they go swimming was a godsend.
For the immediate future Billy intended to savour every minute with his kids as if it were his last.
<><><>
Over the next week Sarah didn’t visit the house or try to see the children. But the following Saturday he received a letter from her solicitor, applying for custody and filing for divorce. Now he had to arrange a meeting with his own solicitor.
Mr Dixson, who’d helped him with other legal matters, was sympathetic. He stated that while he’d taken care of the children single-handed for several weeks, guardianship would normally be given to the mother.
He wouldn’t see Aaron at all and contact with Alice would be limited. Although he intended to provide for Alice’s needs, future spending would have to be controlled, at least for a while. Mr Dixson’s suggestion that they come to an amicable agreement seemed to be the only way. He only hoped a fair settlement could be reached.
<><><>
The day the divorce was made absolute, almost six months to the day Sarah had left him, he had to hand the children over. They cried their eyes out, unable to grasp no longer living in the family home. Billy tried to console them, but it was no good.
Sarah and Ryan came over to collect them after tea.
‘Come along now,’ Sarah began. ‘Say goodbye and then you can get to know your daddy.’
How could she be so cruel after what they’d been through together?
‘Why can’t Daddy come too?’ Alice pleaded.
Billy urged his daughter to go with Sarah, saying, ‘Sorry, darling, that just isn’t possible, it has to be this way.’
‘I miss you, Daddy,’ Aaron piped up, as Sarah tried to coax him from Billy.
‘He isn’t your real daddy, don’t you understand? Ryan is your daddy,’ Sarah insisted as he cried into the crook of his arm.
‘Come along,’ – Sarah held out her hand – ‘This isn’t the time for tears.’
The children were dragged away, kicking and screaming. How Billy would have liked to intervene, but that wasn’t possible.
‘I hope you have their things together!’ Sarah shouted without looking at him.
‘I’ll fetch them,’ came his distraught reply.
Within a few seconds he returned to hear Ryan’s sniggering comment, ‘Always knew he’d see sense.’
Billy grinned to stop his tears. From the onset it had been a forgone conclusion, he was on his own and any contact with the kids would be but a blink of the eye. Back in the house, he sank into a deep depression.
Now he faced an empty house. He sat on his sofa, a glass of watered-down whisky in his hand and looked around; it didn’t seem the same room any more. Devoid of the children’s belongings and their constant chit-chat, there was no evidence they’d ever lived here.
Where had he gone wrong? Hadn’t he been a good husband and father? Bending over backwards to do everything he could for them, putting them first, never thinking of his own needs. And where had it got him? Nowhere. It sickened him. But what would he do? Would his teaching job be enough to keep him going?
<><><>
From that day on his life revolved around work. He rarely went out, apart from the odd evening with colleagues.
The weekends were the worst.
Alice’s first visit was at two o’clock on Saturday afternoon. They were ten minutes late bringing her. Billy rushed to the door to let her in.
He gave her a warm smile and she smiled back. Sarah was with her and Ryan and Aaron were in the car.
‘Lovely to see you, Alice, come on in,’ he said.
She looked to her mum.
‘Go on, Alice, your dad’s dying to see you.’
She looked back at Ryan and her half-brother and waved.
‘I’ll come for her around six, Billy, all right?’
‘Yes, fine.’
Alice hugged and kissed her mother. ‘See you later, darling. Be good for your dad now.’
They went through to the living room.
‘Sit yourself down, Alice. Can I get you a drink? Lemonade used to be your favourite.’
‘Yes, thanks, Dad.’
He sat beside her, taking a sip from his own drink. ‘So, how have you been?’
‘All right.’
‘Good, are you happy with your mum and Ryan and Aaron?’
‘Yes, it’s nice. We go out a lot to the park and the cinema and we share a room, me and Aaron. Bunk beds. I’m on top. It’s fun.’
‘Oh good. Pleased to hear you’re one big happy family. School, all right?’
‘Yes, it’s good.’
‘Pleased about that. So, what shall we do? It’s raining so the park’s out. How about the cinema or one of those kid’s places where you can run around and go on the slides and play?’
‘I don’t mind, Dad.’
‘Or we can stay here and watch TV or play games. I bought a few for when you come. What do you think?’
‘Don’t know.’
‘Is Aaron all right?’
‘Yes. Ryan plays with him a lot.’
‘Good, that’s cos he’s his dad.’
‘I miss you, Dad.’
‘I miss you too, honey.’
‘I wish it could be like it was before.’
‘I know, so do I, but it never will be. We have to make the most of this afternoon together. There’s lots of things we can do together. We’ll go out to loads of places, I promise.’
‘It’s not the same without Mummy and Aaron.’
‘I know, but what we’ve got is better than not seeing each other at all. Come on, why don’t I show you the games I bought? It’ll be a laugh. I have Buckeroo, Connect 4, Frustration and a few others.’
‘Okay, Dad.’
They played for the rest of the afternoon and Alice laughed when she beat her dad.
The doorbell rang half an hour early. Alice looked disappointed. That’s nothing to what I feel, he thought.
But he tried to sound upbeat. ‘Never mind, two weeks’ time will soon come around. Have a think about where you’d like to go and send me an email, all right.’
‘Okay, I’ll look forward to it, Dad.’
‘Me too.’
Once she’d gone, he watched the car go, seeing Alice looking out of the window. He felt heartbroken and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.
As time passed his fortnightly visits from Alice more often than not were a big disappointment. He couldn’t put his finger on what was happening between them, except to say she was distant with him. Maybe because she was growing up, he didn’t know.
Billy guessed the time was fast approaching when she would no longer care about him and would kick up a fuss about visiting him at all.
<><><>
Three months later, Billy waited for Alice as usual. How he looked forward to being with her. This time, however, he couldn’t dispel the sense of trepidation. Sarah had phoned wanting to talk things over, saying it might prove helpful. But helpful to whom?
Bang on two o’clock, the old Ford Escort stopped outside the house.
Billy watched as the family of four alighted; it brought a tear to his eye to watch the kids talking contentedly with Ryan.
The doorbell and then the knocker announced their arrival. He opened the door, arms wide open, expecting Alice to run to him. ‘Alice, and Aaron too; great to see you,’ he said.
But they remained on the step, shying away from him. Then to his dismay, first Aaron and then Alice took Sarah’s hand.
‘What’s wrong with you two?’
‘Don’t worry, it’s nothing.’ Sarah shrugged her shoulders. ‘They’ll be fine in a while. It’s because they don’t see you that often now. Is it all right if we all come in?’
‘I suppose,’ he said, giving Ryan a frown.
He wasn’t happy with the children’s reaction, or Sarah’s blasé attitude. So, he only saw Alice once a fortnight, but that wasn’t his fault. He wanted both the children to live permanently with him. But that had been impossible.
He led them into the living room, and against his better judgement, made them a cup of tea and an orange drink for the kids.
‘Well, isn’t this nice, playing happy families,’ Ryan said, grinning from ear to ear.
How he’d like to wipe that sarcastic grin off his face, but he said, ‘So why did you all come here? And don’t tell me it’s a social call.’
Ryan laughed again, prompting Sarah to urge him to keep quiet, and coming straight to the point, she said, ‘We’ve got a proposition for you.’
‘Oh yes, and what’s that?’
‘Well, we’re living in a small two-bedroom terraced house, and this house has three bedrooms and is much bigger. We’d like to buy it – and we’ll give you a fair price.’
Taken aback, Billy stared at her, eventually saying, ‘That’s incredible. For you to have the gall to ask that.’ He watched her face redden, and guessed there was more to come.
‘You’re on your own now,’ she reminded him. ‘Why not downsize to, say, a flat. You’d be a lot better off.’
‘I’m out of your life and now you want to bleed me dry as well.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m quite capable of making my own decisions, thank you very much. But surely to God, you’re having me on here.’
‘No, we’re deadly serious. Come on, admit it, we’d be doing you a big favour,’ Ryan said, raising his eyebrows. ‘Look on the bright side, be a bit pessimistic for a change.’
In different circumstances, he’d have laughed at the dimwit’s malapropism, but let it drop, and asked, ‘Why this house, when there are hundreds of others just as good, if not better?’
‘Simple. It’s in the ideal spot for work.’ She indicated with her head towards Ryan before continuing, ‘The kids’ schools, shopping, everything.’
‘I won’t insult you by giving you an answer. You should leave now before this gets farcical.’
Ryan sighed, glaring at Billy and moved closer, their faces only inches apart. He felt the other man’s hot breath on his face when Ryan said, ‘It would be better if you cooperated, mate. I could make your life very difficult, especially regarding Alice.’
On that subject Billy didn’t intend to cower and insisted, ‘You can’t stop me seeing her. I have my rights.’
‘Thing is we can’t force her to come and visit you, if she doesn’t want to.’
So that was it. That explained the children’s odd behaviour towards him when they arrived. His eyes went to them, but they both sat quietly gazing at their so-called parents. His heart beat faster, he felt short of breath.
‘Okay, we’ll leave you in peace now, Billy,’ Sarah told him. ‘Come on then you two, time to go. Just think kids, before too long we’ll be back living here as one big happy family. But it’s all up to him.’ She nodded in Billy’s direction.
Alice didn’t say anything and couldn’t look at Billy. He guessed she didn’t like this idea one bit.
When they left, Alice had tears in her eyes, but she tried not to show it. They didn’t even hug or kiss each other.
The kids were being slowly and insidiously brainwashed by that thug, and, as for Sarah, she’d turned into someone he no longer recognised.




CHAPTER 19

When they’d gone he reflected on what had happened. This was the last thing he’d expected. And still he’d nurtured the hope Sarah might even contemplate returning. What an utter fool he’d been.
But to be coerced into selling the house to them rubbed salt in his wounds. He wanted to trash the place, but if he did he knew the kids would suffer.
First things first. The property needed to be valued by two estate agents. Sarah was right, it would suit his needs to downsize. So, he would add the cost of the furniture to the price; wipe the slate clean and make a fresh start somewhere else. He wanted to contribute to Alice’s upbringing, be in her life, but if he only saw her once a fortnight, eventually they’d be like strangers to each other.
As he thought, Sarah telephoned the following Saturday.
‘Hi-ya, Billy – how are you?’ she asked sweetly.
‘I’m fine,’ he replied.
‘Decided what to do about our offer?’
‘Yes –’ he began.
‘And?’
‘Reluctantly, I’ll take it.’ Both valuations had been within five hundred pounds of their offer.
In the background, he heard a general furore as Sarah yelped with joy, Ryan and the kids too sounded elated. Bile came into his throat and he gripped the phone tighter to quell the urge to throw it against the wall.
‘That’s great, Billy. It’ll be lovely to be back home. Now have you got a list of the contents you’re not taking and how much they’re worth?’
‘I’ve done that allowing for the age of each item. Could you give it the once-over?’
‘We trust you. We’ve sold our house, so it’s up to the legal eagles to sort it out. And have you found anywhere to live yet?
‘Don’t worry, it won’t take me long.’
‘Well, don’t rush, wouldn’t want you to buy the wrong place.’
‘Cut the crap, Sarah. Don’t pretend you care.’
‘Don’t take it like that. What’s happened has happened. I never meant –’
He didn’t let her finish the sentence. Butting in, he said, ‘Okay, Sarah, you’ve got what you wanted, let’s leave it at that.’ The phone went dead – she’d taken the hint.
An emptiness overwhelmed him, and he wondered how she could sink so low. He’d made her his world. Not so long ago he’d meant something to her, so why treat him like this now? But that was the story of his life. One disaster after another, and inevitably, he’d been the loser; even his children were indifferent towards him now. A whole range of emotions raged around his head, anger, pain, rejection – the list was endless.
As reality struck him, he became frantic to find a new place to live, questioning whether he should stay in the area to be close to Alice. They were growing further apart, and he wondered whether in the future she would still want to see him. Was there any point in keeping in touch? Maybe it would be better for her if they made a clean break so that she’d be happy with her new family without any complications.
He favoured a move to another part of the country where housing might be cheaper and where he could put the past behind him. Luckily, the money from the sale of the house would provide a good deposit on a new place.
He was given a day off for an interview at a college in Ashfield, a Somerset town outside Bristol, and even started looking for accommodation. Although he’d be living ninety miles from Edgincombe, it seemed the perfect place to start a new life.
He found a two-bedroom first floor flat close to the college in a quiet, sedate area, set against the backdrop of the beautiful Somerset countryside. The flat was well-decorated and spotlessly clean, and ready to move into.
After resigning from his job and accepting the offer of employment, he worked the three months’ notice stipulated in his contract. He’d taken the job of Deputy Head of the English Department in the sixth form college.
Built only five years ago with first class facilities, the college had an outstanding record of achievement. The Principal, Jack Gibson, had lots of plans and new ideas which Billy could relate to.
When Sarah phoned, he told her the news; and she sounded ecstatic. ‘What a relief. Talk about killing two birds with one stone,’ she said. ‘Now we can get things moving.’
‘Yes. Not long and it’ll be over.’
‘Good, that’s what I wanted to hear! You had me worried. Got it into my head you were dragging your feet, to get your own back. Ryan will be pleased too.’
‘I bet.’
‘Okay, I’ll get in touch with the solicitor and fill him in with the details. I’m so glad this will be settled amicably. I don’t want any upset, especially with the children to consider. I’ll ring you once it’s finalised.’ The line went dead.
There it was in the pit of his stomach again; he hated how she could still hurt him after all she’d done. She hadn’t even enquired where he planned to live. Had he really failed so badly as a husband to be treated like this?
The next ten weeks were hectic. A completion date was set, coinciding with the last day of the summer term, which the Head agreed he could take as a day’s holiday.
On the morning of the move he was up early, and after breakfast he cleared up and checked everything over, while contemplating what the future held. This time he intended to keep himself to himself and not get involved in another relationship.
When the bell rang he opened the door to see the ‘happy couple’ standing waiting.
Billy didn’t comment but followed them through the hall into the kitchen.
‘Glad the house is nice and tidy, I appreciate it.’
‘You know me, I like things spick and span.’ He handed her the keys.
‘Thanks, I imagine you want to get off now?’ She avoided eye contact with him.
‘Well, I have a long drive ahead of me.’ He turned to leave.
‘Yes,’ she replied as she walked with him to the door. ‘I’ll ring you about seeing Alice – perhaps we can come to an arrangement.’
‘Except it won’t be the arrangement I want.’
She ignored this.
‘You already have my mobile number if you need to contact me’
‘Be seeing you,’ she said.
‘Goodbye,’ he replied, and walked out of the house for the last time. He got into his car and drove away.




CHAPTER 20

Billy didn’t relish the ninety-mile trip to Ashfield, but the sooner he put this sorry episode behind him the better. The traffic wasn’t as bad as he’d imagined, and he arrived at his destination around dinner time.  
The beautiful Somerset countryside was a different world to the hectic one he’d left behind in Edgincombe. The main street in Ashfield was busy, with bustling market stalls in the middle of the street. The traffic had been diverted through the backstreets. Had it not been for the castle ruins situated to his right and overlooking the town, he would have lost his bearings. Both his flat and the college were a stone’s throw from the ruin.
By early evening, having unpacked, he made a mental note of the most important items he should shop for the following day. Although he had plenty of household linen, thanks to the copious amount Aunt Vi had stockpiled, the flat was devoid of furniture.
However, when his stomach rumbled, realising he’d forgotten to go to the supermarket, he left his flat in search of a fish and chip shop. The walk into town proved useful. The main street had electrical and furniture shops, which he’d visit in the morning.
Upon his return he took a quick shower, and then lay down on the floor, wrapped himself in blankets, and slid into a deep sleep.
The next morning he awoke with a splitting headache, and called out in pain as he stretched, his whole body stiff. With no food in the flat, except for a packet of crisps and water from the tap, he dressed and made for the supermarket. Food was the most important item on his agenda, so he stocked up for the coming week. Over the road at the electrical superstore, he bought a television, a washer and a fridge freezer. How he wished he’d sorted these things beforehand, instead of feeling sorry for himself.
After lunch he spent the afternoon looking for furniture. He ordered a bed, a three-piece suite, and a table and chairs – his savings were dwindling but they were all must have items. Unfortunately, the earliest they could deliver the bed was Friday, six days away. And with that daunting thought, he headed for the pub he’d passed earlier on.
He drank two pints, feeling more relaxed than he had for a long time. He sat in the corner of the bar, a pint in front of him and listened to the locals talk of farming and then banter about the girls they would ‘pull’ later. He’d barely spoken to anyone, but the people seemed friendly. Might he grow to like it here after all.
<><><>
In the intervening weeks until he started work, he spent most of his time getting the flat into shape. Every room got a lick of paint and with the new furniture it looked like home.
Each weekend was the same: Saturday morning shopping, Sunday he’d get a newspaper from the corner shop, return to the flat to read it. Back at the pub he enjoyed lunch and a pint, and a natter with the locals. Often families ate a meal in the beer garden, and while it brought back memories of happier times, he never mentioned he’d once had a family.
He missed not having any outside space to wander around in. At the end of the six weeks holiday, he spent an hour or so sitting out on the small balcony at the rear of the property. When buying the flat he had been in such a troubled state, he hadn’t taken in its glorious setting. Being the last block on the estate, the view of undulating countryside was second to none. To the right, edging the housing estate was a park from where children’s faint squeals of delight could be heard. He’d noticed a few fitness enthusiasts running past the building, and now in his thirty-first year, added this to his ‘to do’ list for the future.
<><><>
The first day at school came around quickly. He cursed himself when he awoke on that Monday morning for forgetting to set the alarm on his mobile. But with a rush and skipping breakfast, he made it on time.
The college was a modern building built within the last five years. With its state-of-the-art facilities: a computer lab, physics and chemistry lab and a first-class English Department, Billy felt confident he’d made the right choice. The sports facilities were excellent too with outdoor football and rugby pitches, running tracks, and an indoor sports hall.
Pulse racing and head throbbing, he parked his car outside the building and walked briskly to the college entrance. Inside he headed for the secretary’s office to confirm he was the new English teacher. He sat down on the proffered seat to wait for the arrival of Mr Gibson, the Principal.
Jack Gibson was a stocky man in his mid-forties with balding ginger hair, the strands of which were combed over to hide his ‘broad parting’. He had a large bulbous nose with a purple-red hue denoting perhaps a liking of alcohol, although his complexion was pale.
Smartly dressed in what looked to be an expensive suit, he held out his hand.
‘Hallo, Mr Price, good to see you again,’ he said, his piercing blue eyes lighting up his smiling face.
‘Nice to see you again too, Mr Gibson,’ Billy said, shaking the offered hand.
‘Ready for your first day? Or should I say ready to ‘bite the bullet.’ His stomach shook as he laughed at his own joke.
Billy chuckled. ‘I don’t see it as being quite that bad. I’m nervous, but that’s normal I suppose.’
‘Don’t mind me, you’ll be fine. Come on, I’ll take you to the staff room, introduce you to some of the staff. Mr Wilkinson will be there too. He’s agreed to be on standby for the first week. Should you need help, that is?’
Billy hadn’t been expecting that, after all he was an experienced teacher and didn’t envisage needing help. But what he said was, ‘It’s kind of you, but ...’ The Principal stopped halfway down the corridor and with a straight face turned to Billy who continued, ‘I’ll be able to handle it, I’m sure.’
Jack Gibson held up his hand, then closing his eyes, which suggested he would brook no argument, said, ‘Yes, yes. But it’s been arranged, let’s say just in case,’ and marched on.
Billy followed him, in no doubt who was boss. On reaching the staff room Mr Gibson pushed open the door and stepped aside, allowing Billy to enter.
Inside were about a dozen teachers of all ages, lost in conversation. Some turned to see who was entering.
‘Good,’ Jack Gibson said. ‘I can see most of my staff are here.’ And with a wave of his hand, he gesticulated towards Billy. ‘Let me introduce Mr Price who is joining us today and will be working in the English Department.’ One or two of the staff moved forward to greet their new colleague, but Mr Gibson held up his hand, a gesture Billy was becoming used to. ‘Formal introductions are for later, it’s Mr Wilkinson I need to speak to.’ He turned abruptly, scanning the room, ‘Ah, Mr Wilkinson, I’ve explained to Mr Price here that you’re to act as an aide,’ he laughed, ‘for want of a better word.’
With outstretched hand Mr Wilkinson, a short thin man with sparse greying hair and bushy eyebrows, welcomed him saying, ‘It’s nice to meet you, Mr Price. You probably won’t need my help, but if you do you only have to ask.’
‘Right,’ the Principal said. ‘I’ll leave you in the good hands of my colleague and get back to my office. No doubt we’ll meet up in the week.’ And made a hasty retreat.
‘Don’t read anything into the Principal’s brusque manner, Mr Price. You’ll get used to his traits.’
‘Yes, yes, I expect I will. But please call me Billy,’ he said.
‘Oh, right, and I’m Ken.’
Billy couldn’t help thinking of the job, and what he’d left behind. He had expected to be at his former college for good and might have worked his way up there too. What with the devastation Sarah had caused, missing the children, moving house, a new job, and new faces, he felt overwhelmed.
But, as if reading his mind, Ken said, ‘Don’t worry. You’ll soon get into it.’
At the end of the day he left feeling much brighter. He hadn’t needed any help, but Mr Wilkinson had been there during lunchtime and readily introduced him to a few of the teaching staff. He liked the man, and hoped they’d become friends.
He arrived back at the flat at four-fifteen, instantly thought of the children and flopped down on the sofa in dismay. Not wanting to cook a meal, after he’d washed and changed into more casual clothes, he went out. With his stomach grumbling he headed for town, and with refreshments to hand walked in the direction of the small park he’d viewed from his patio window.
After he finished his snack, he felt like a pint or two but decided against it – he had work in the morning. So, he sauntered back to his flat, making the most of the early evening sunshine.
As he got within sight of home a young woman donning a tracksuit jogged passed. From the glimpse he’d caught of her profile, she appeared familiar. Of medium build with a curvy figure. Where had he seen that sandy brown hair? No doubt given time it would come to him, but right now it bugged him.
Later, lying awake unable to sleep, the penny dropped. The staff room at college: that’s where. Her hair had been styled differently, and she was smartly dressed but he was sure it was the same person. A tad bigger than Sarah … There he was again thinking of her still, he must stop it and move on. Perhaps this girl lived close by and might help him meet a few people.
The next day, the mystery woman remaining uppermost in his mind, he made a point of scanning the staff room. Unfortunately, she was nowhere to be seen – until the end of day, when he was walking out of the school entrance. She was right behind him and he held the door open for her. She smiled, and he smiled back.
‘Didn’t I see you last night out jogging, close to where I live?’
‘Oh my God. I don’t remember seeing you. I must have looked a sight.’
‘No, you didn’t. But don’t look so worried. I’m new here. In fact, it’s my second day.’
‘Oh, really?’
‘Just wondered, since you live close by, if you’d like a lift? Or do you have your own car?’
‘As a matter of fact, I don’t. I was just off to catch a bus.’
‘Well, the offer’s there if you don’t fancy waiting for the bus.’
‘Okay. Thanks, I would like that lift.’
He opened the car door for her.
‘I assume you live close to Lowlands Drive?’
She hesitated before answering, ‘Yes, in the flats over there.’
‘Me too.’ He released the hand brake and pulled out into the school drive.
‘What a coincidence.’
Conscious that so far, she had only answered his questions, he feared he’d been too presumptuous. She fiddled with the hem of her skirt and he realised she was nervous.
Out of the blue, she said, ‘Actually, I do vaguely remember passing someone yesterday, a few hundred yards from home.’
Billy laughed. ‘Ahh.’ He had vowed he wouldn’t get involved with anyone but being this close he felt drawn to her. ‘So, do you run a lot?’
‘Every evening during the week, and whenever I can fit it in at weekends. How about you?’
‘Can’t say I do,’ he admitted, although he was tempted to say he did to have something in common with her.
‘You ought to, you know, it’s a good way of keeping fit. Everyone should exercise – it does wonders for you, mentally and physically.’
‘I used to be involved in sports when I was younger. So maybe I will when I get the time. The last few months I’ve been busy moving house and settling myself into my new surroundings, and there’s this job.’
‘Yes, I suppose you must have had a stressful time. So how do you find Ashfield?’
‘Beautiful. The countryside is breath-taking and the town itself seems charming.’
‘It is. That the reason why you moved here?’
‘Not exactly. As you may have gathered, I used to live in the Edgincombe area. I needed a fresh start after a distressing divorce. And this place fitted the bill.’
‘That’s a bit drastic, isn’t it? What about your family?’
‘Everybody has either died or I’ve lost touch with them. There was nothing to tie me to the area.’ He changed the subject, and asked, ‘And how about you, have you lived here all your life?’
‘Yes, I have. Ashfield born and bred. I love it here, and it’s only an hour’s drive from the coast.’
‘I’m looking forward to heading to the coast myself someday soon. So what block do you live in? I’m in Lancaster House on the first floor.’
‘Oh – I’m in Gloucester House on the first floor, it’s the next block up to Lancaster.’
‘Hey, so we might bump into each other.’
‘Yes,’ she said as he drove into the car park. They both got out, and not wanting her to go, he continued, ‘So what subject do you teach? I teach English.’
‘Mathematics.’
‘Oh, so you’re a clever-clogs. My name’s Billy Price – any time you want a lift to work, you’re more than welcome.’
‘Well, Mr Billy Price, I’m Becky Turner. That’s kind, but I leave very early, because I have to take my son to school first.’
‘Oh, I see.’
‘Nice to meet you, Billy, hope to see you around.’ She offered him her small dainty hand, which he took, surprised at how warm and soft it was.
He waved to her as they went their separate ways.
He was glad to have met Becky. She seemed genuine, and attractive too. A little on the shy side, which he found engaging, but he detected a good sense of humour in her. She’d be like a breath of fresh air after what he’d been through with Sarah. He’d like to get to know her better but if she had a son, she was probably married, or a single mum. Or she may live with the child’s father. He hadn’t seen a ring on her finger, but that meant nothing.
Returning to an empty flat was depressing, but he took heart from the positive signs he’d encountered. His job had gone well, albeit only his second day, and now, he at least had a new friend in the form of Becky.
He spent two hours reading through the essays Mr Wilkinson had passed onto him. But whilst the quality of writing and story line in most was impressive, they lacked that certain something that Sarah’s work had possessed in abundance. There he was again, thinking of Sarah. Maybe one day the pain would disappear altogether.
At around eight o’clock he ventured down to the pub again and bought himself a meat pie and a pint. He acknowledged one or two locals, but with the highlights of the first half of a football match being shown on the large screen, all eyes glued were to it. Only vaguely interested he didn’t stay too long, deciding instead to walk down a few country lanes in the hope he might bump into Becky. But, disappointed, he returned to his flat.
Before going to bed, however, he peered out of his kitchen window, wondering which first floor flat belonged to Becky. Maybe if they worked in the same school and lived close to each other, their paths might cross sometime soon.




CHAPTER 21

Three weeks passed, and Billy got involved with his students’ work as much as possible. He enjoyed helping them hone their English skills, knowing what a sense of achievement he’d get when they gained high grades in their exams. Nonetheless, he thought of Becky, hoping he might bump into her, but apart from saying hello a few times he didn’t see much of her. And at home, he never saw her out jogging and feared she was avoiding him. Being near his age, he assumed they’d have similar interests, but would he ever find out?
It wasn’t until one Saturday lunchtime that they met again. He’d spent the morning shopping at the supermarket, and feeling harassed and on edge, took a leisurely walk to his
local for lunch.
With the weather unusually warm for the second week in October, Billy sat in the beer garden to enjoy the sunshine. Most of the wooden benches and tables dotted about the grassed area were taken, but on the far side he spotted a wrought iron bench. That will do, he thought, and walked over to claim it. He smiled to himself, the noise from the children playing was deafening, but he didn’t care; it brought back both happy and sad memories. He spread out his newspaper in front of him and took a long draught of the ice-cold lager.
A shadow fell across him and he was aware of a figure standing before him. He looked up and there stood Becky and her young son standing beside her. From the smile on her face, she appeared pleased to see him.
‘Hallo,’ she grinned. ‘Fancy seeing you here. Waiting for someone, are you?’
‘No, I’m on my own,’ Billy said.
‘Mind if we join you?’
‘Please be my guest,’ He folded his newspaper up and shuffled along the bench to make room for them.
Then Billy’s meal came, and his face flushed with embarrassment.
‘Oh sorry, I didn’t realise you were eating.’
He held up his hand and said, ‘Honestly, I don’t mind you sitting here – it’s nice to have company. And anyway, who’s this young man?’
The lad looked about five or six years old. He smiled as his mother introduced him.
‘This is my son, David,’ she said, squeezing her son’s hand.
‘Hallo, David, great to meet you. Your Mum’s told me all about you and what you’ve been up to. When I heard what a good boy you are, well, I can tell you I’m impressed,’ Billy joked.
‘What did you tell him, Mummy?’ David asked.
‘Oh, only the good things,’ Becky teased.
But he’d had enough of sitting down, and tugging at his mother’s sleeve asked, ‘Mum is it all right if I play in the playground?’
‘I suppose so. But stay inside the fence. And don’t run in front of the swings,’ she said, shaking her head.
‘And be careful if you’re going on that climbing frame,’ Billy warned, ‘It’s quite high up,’
‘I will, sir. Come and play it’s fun. Mum likes to give me a push.’
‘I will, but later when I’ve finished eating my dinner,’ Billy said, and turning to Becky, asked, ‘So what’s all this about, calling me “sir”?’
She laughed. ‘I don’t know. I told him you were a teacher, so perhaps that’s why.’
Billy chuckled. ‘It must be lovely to be that age. What a smashing son you’ve got there,’ he said, and then tucked into his steak and kidney pie with gusto.
‘Well, he might seem all sweetness and light, but he can be a little monkey when he wants to be.’
‘How old is he?’
‘Five,’ she told him.
‘Nice age,’ Billy said. It seemed impossible not to think of his own two.
‘Yes, it is.’
‘So, where’s your husband, left him at home?’
‘No, not at all,’ she said. Colour flared up in her face.
‘Oh,’ he muttered, wondering whether she might elaborate further.
‘It’s very painful, I’m afraid. Robert and I split up about nine months ago. Sorry, but this isn’t a subject I enjoy talking about. He was seeing someone else, so I left him and took David with me as soon as I found out. But it’s knocked the stuffing out of me. I cried for days, and it’s only because of David that I managed to pull myself together.’
‘It seems you’re in a similar situation to me.’
‘Not quite – at the moment we’re just separated,’ she pointed out.
‘That’s terrible. I went through hell a few months back. Don’t think I’ll ever get over it,’ he confided, remembering with a shudder the pain he experienced. But at least Becky had her son.
‘Looks like we’ve both been through the mill.’ She smiled, looking as though she felt sorry for him.
‘Sorry, if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine.’
‘No, I don’t mind, I have to get over it one day. Anyway, how are you settling down in Ashfield?’
‘Oh, good, but I’ve been so busy, what with buying new furniture, a washer, television and so on. And there’s lots of decorating to do. It’s costing me a lot I can tell you, but I’m getting there slowly. Come and take a look – bring David with you.
‘Thanks, I might just do that,’ she agreed.
‘Hey, sir,’ David shouted, ‘will you give me a push me now?’
Billy smiled. ‘I’d better see to your son.’
‘Yes, you had,’ she laughed.
For the next twenty minutes he got caught up with David’s demands. What started with a push on the swing became helping him on the climbing frame and the overhead ladder, culminating with a session on the gym equipment. When Becky called to say their meals had arrived, Billy was relieved. He hadn’t worked so hard in ages.
‘Well, I’d better go, got a lot of marking to catch up on,’ he said, wiping his brow.
‘Oh, sir. Can’t we carry on afterwards?’ A look of disappointment came on the child’s face.
‘Some other time, I promise,’ Billy said, winking at him.
‘Why don’t you come around to my flat later for a drink. I’m sure David will find lots of games for you both to play with?’ Becky said, a twinkle of mischief in her eye.
Billy’s smiled.
‘Well, I don’t intend to be working all evening, so yes I’d love to.’
‘Okay, come when you’re ready, it’s flat number six,’ she told him.
Still full of vigour and with a mouth full of food, David added, ‘When are you coming, sir. I’ve got a few card tricks I can show you.’
‘Probably around six or seven.’
‘Oh, that’s ages away.’
‘Now, David,’ his mother interjected. ‘Billy will come as soon as he can, I’m sure.’
She turned, and looking at Billy, raised her eyebrows and smiled.
After saying goodbye he left, his pulse racing at how things had panned out.
<><><>
Back at the flat, distracted by the day’s events, he had trouble concentrating on his marking. Was he wrong to get involved again? After all, he’d sworn he’d never would. But never was a long time and since she was in a similar situation to him, he couldn’t help liking her. He hated being on his own. Perhaps she was just being friendly because they were neighbours and colleagues.
When he’d finished marking it was seven o’clock. So, after a quick wash and change of clothes, he left his flat. He grinned to himself; David would be clock watching, waiting for him to arrive. First, he needed to pop in the corner shop and hope they had a decent bottle of wine. Luckily, they stocked a decent rosé. So, with a bottle under his arm, chocolate buttons and packet of crisps in his pocket, he set off for the flat.
David answered the door, his face eager. ‘Hallo, sir, come to play with me?’ he asked.
‘Yeah, for a while.’
With a tug of his sweater Billy entered the comfortable but plain living room.
‘I’ve already set up the track for my racing cars, over there.’ The child pointed to the figure-eight track in the corner of the room. ‘Will you play with me?’
‘Sure, but, give me a minute to catch my breath. I’ll say hallo to your mum first and give her this.’ Billy held up the bottle of wine. He saw Becky through the shelving unit which separated the kitchen from the living room and made his way towards her. She had removed a large cake from the oven and was placing it on the hob. Then she turned to face him.
‘That smells wonderful,’ he commented, breathing in deeply.
‘It’s a fruit cake, and there’s an apple pie I baked yesterday.’ She pointed to a covered dish to the side of the cooker. ‘You’re very welcome to a piece of either later.’
‘Thanks, I’m famished,’ he told her. ‘I brought this – hope you don’t mind.’
He handed her the bottle of wine.
‘Rosé, my favourite, how did you guess?’ she asked.
‘Mum, when can Sir play with my racing track?’ David shouted from the other room.
‘Coming. That son of yours, he is very persistent!’
‘Yes, he is,’ Becky grinned. ‘Seems to have taken a liking to you. It’s surprising, he’s hardly spoken a word to anyone he’s come into contact with these past few months.’
‘I’d better do as he asks, hadn’t I? Oh, by the way, I bought him chocolate and sweets. Is it all right for him to eat them?’ Billy said.
Becky nodded, smiling.
‘Thanks, sir!’ David said, smiling with delight.
For almost two hours Billy joined in with David’s games. First his racing track and several board games, and finally his box of magic tricks. Becky got involved too, but at nine o’clock she reminded her son it was time for bed.
‘Have you seen the time, David? Say goodnight to our guest and get ready for bed.’
‘Oh, can’t we play one more game?’
‘No, that’s enough for now,’ she told him.
Sulking, he put his games away. ‘Will you come again?’ he asked Billy.
‘Er … yes if I’m invited, but it’s up to your mum,’ Billy said.
‘Say he can, Mum. Please.’ His eyes lit up.
‘We’ll see, young man. It all depends if you behave or not,’ she threatened him.
Reluctantly, he sauntered off to the bathroom.
‘Good night, sir. Come again soon.’
‘I will, David, if I can.’
‘Best see to him, Billy, shan’t be more than a few minutes,’ she explained. ‘Otherwise it’ll be more of a cat-lick than a wash.’
He gave a knowing nod and smiled.
Fifteen minutes later she returned.
‘Had to tell him a quick story, but he’s asleep now,’ she explained.
‘He well and truly wore me out.’
‘He can be a handful, but it’s amazing how he seems to like you. Back at Sandringham Close, his dad was always out, and when he wasn’t, he never played with David. And when his dad and I argued, it must have done something to him.’
‘That’s sad, they say it’s the kids that always suffer. I’m glad he likes me, but I don’t know why.’
‘You seem a natural. Have you some experience of your own, or did you teach younger children before?’
‘No, I’ve never taught children of primary school age. But my kids are still young.’
‘You must miss them terribly.’
‘I do, and although I have to move on, at times I find it really hard.’
‘How about a glass of that wine you bought?’ she said.
‘Oh, yes, I’d forgotten. I’ll open it. Got a corkscrew?’
They settled down in the living room to enjoy the wine.
‘It’s very nice,’ Becky said, taking a sip of the drink.  ‘So, I take it you’ve got all your marking done?’
‘Just about.’
‘Me too, in between seeing to this one over here. It isn’t easy living in these flats. Although I’ve got to know a few of the neighbours, like Nancy and Jack next door’ – she gestured towards the kitchen wall – ‘who help out babysitting when I go out jogging. The problem is there are no other kids his age here, so he gets pretty fed up especially during holidays.
‘Yeah, but I don’t mind playing with him, he’s a great kid. He must get his goodness from his mum.’
‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that.’ She blushed. ‘I have a fearsome temper as my husband would tell you. I’ve been known to throw things when I’m riled.’
‘Well, I’ll make a hasty retreat when I notice you’ve got a tantrum coming on,’ he said, laughing, and she joined in. She looked so pretty when she laughed.
They talked freely after that about their likes and dislikes and found they had similar tastes in both music and films. And sports as well: swimming and tennis. And Becky even confessed to having an interest in football although she didn’t support any team.
The time passed quickly, and looking at his watch to see it was almost midnight he stood up, saying, ‘My God, I didn’t realise it was so late. I must go. I’ve intruded on you for long enough. I don’t want to wear out my welcome.’
‘I’ve enjoyed it. It’s been a while since I’ve had any real adult company, apart from at school. It makes a pleasant change from playing with racing cars.’
‘Yes, we should do it again sometime. I’d like to return the favour. How about next Sunday at midday?’
‘All right, I’ll come, but I’ll have to bring David too – hope you don’t mind.’
‘Not at all, I loved being his playmate tonight. It reminded me of ... happier times. So, I’ll see you around, either out jogging or at school.’
‘You probably will.’
They walked together to the front door.
‘Thanks for a wonderful evening.’
‘My pleasure, hope David hasn’t been too overpowering,’ she said a little nervously.
‘On the contrary, it’s been quite an experience.’
She gave him a peck on the cheek before waving to him as he walked down the stairs. He hadn’t enjoyed a night so much in ages, and hoped it was the first of many.
Filled with the night’s events, Billy slept well. Amazing how his luck had changed – to come back from the brink and be given a second chance of happiness. Perhaps David would serve as a catalyst in their relationship. He’d never replace Alice or Aaron, that was obvious. But if they did get together, it would be good if the lad got on with
Alice. If he ever saw her again.
He prayed he had a chance with Becky; the fact that she was married, but separated, was but a small matter.
However, during the following few days, he didn’t see her either at school or out jogging and became fretful. And again, got the idea she may be avoiding him. But if his suspicions were true, what could he do about it? Without a mobile number, he had no means of contacting her and didn’t like to go to her flat without asking beforehand. So, barring a miracle he’d have to wait and see what happened on Sunday. Surely she’d find a way to contact him if something came up and they couldn’t make it. He felt disheartened. Was their friendship over before it had even begun?
By Saturday, with still no word from Becky, he did a rerun of the previous week and after getting his shopping, he walked back to the pub for lunch. As the weather was good he hoped he might see her, but his efforts proved futile.
Having bought the ingredients for the meal, he wasn’t sure what to do. Should he or shouldn’t he go ahead with Sunday lunch? Or put everything in the freezer? Eventually he cooked the meal.
By one o’clock and still no sign of them, Billy’s enthusiasm vanished. All morning he’d been looking on the bright side, convincing himself they would arrive at midday as arranged.
At first he was upset. She’d seemed such a genuine, caring person. But to stand him up without a word was hurtful. Gradually the upset petered out and anger reared its ugly head. How could he ever trust anyone again, he asked himself? In sheer frustration he knocked a plate and dish against the wall and the two saucepans containing the vegetables were dropped into the sink, the contents splashing over onto the floor. Why hadn’t she sought him out at school when she knew he was cooking her a meal? It was inexcusable.
It took a while to pull himself together again.
Afterwards, having cleared up the mess, a glass of medicinal brandy in hand, he sat down, emotionally drained and a bundle of nerves. He couldn’t face going to work in the morning; he’d feign illness of some sort.
Later that evening, feeling sorry for himself, the sudden blare of the intercom jolted him back to reality. Who was that, he thought, still in a foul mood. Nobody apart from delivery men ever rang it.
‘Hallo, Billy speaking,’ he said.
‘It’s me. Becky. Can I come up and see you for a minute?’
Was there any point? Hadn’t she done enough already? His blood boiled. He should tell her to leave him alone, but a tiny part of him wanted to hear her excuse.
‘What do you want, Becky?’ he asked.
‘I wanted to explain why we couldn’t make lunch. I really am most dreadfully sorry,’ she said, sheepishly.
‘You’d better come in, hadn’t you?’ He pressed
the button allowing her to enter the building. Then he went to the front door to let her in, nodding to her rather than speaking, but allowing her into the flat.
‘Sit down,’ he said curtly.
She sat down, but suddenly burst into tears. Were these crocodile tears to soften his resolve? Whatever they were for he didn’t intend to console her.
‘It’s David …’ she began.
‘What about him?’
‘He’s ill and has been off school all week with stomach pains. At first, I thought it was a bug; like those that go around school. But yesterday the pain got so bad, I had to call out the doctor. Anyway, he diagnosed acute appendicitis and telephoned for an ambulance straight away.’ She stopped to swallow hard, before continuing, ‘They operated immediately. So, I stayed with him all night, and most of today. Been out of my mind with worry. You see, he was so ill I daren’t leave him for a minute. I had no idea how to contact you. That’s why I’m here. I only got back a few minutes ago.’
Despite his concern for the child, a wave of relief came over him.
‘I should have guessed something terrible must have happened. How awful for the poor lad.’ He stopped, shook his head, and asked, ‘Are you going to the hospital again later?’
‘Yes. I wouldn’t have left him, but I needed to come home, take a shower and change my clothes. There’s also some washing I need to do.’ She chewed her lip nervously. ‘I’ll go again this evening. Would you like to come?’
‘Of course, I will. I’ll drive you.’
‘That’s kind; if you’re sure it’s no trouble.’
‘That’s the least I can do. Now, have you had anything to eat?’
‘No, but I’m not hungry.’
‘You must eat, keep your strength up. How about some bacon sandwiches and a cup of tea?’
She sighed, looked a little irritated. ‘All right, if you insist, but I need to get back to get a few things done.’
At six-thirty they walked briskly through the hospital corridors to the children’s ward. David was sitting up watching television. His face was pale and drawn.
‘Hallo, darling, how are you now?’ his mother asked, stroking his face with her hand.
‘All right. It doesn’t hurt so much now,’ he said, looking past her at Billy. ‘I thought you’d be coming on your own.’
‘I had to go around to Billy’s flat to tell him what had happened, because if you remember we had planned to go to his place for lunch. Anyway, he kindly offered to bring me.’
‘Oh, yes, and teachers have names too, so as you’re my friend you should use my name,’ Billy said.
He nodded. ‘I’m still not well, but they took the pain away. The doctor said I might be going home in a few days,’ – he began to smile – ‘and I can’t go to school for a few weeks. Yes!’ He punched the air but held his stomach.
‘We’ll see about that, young man. You can always do the work at home,’ Becky said.
But that didn’t diminish David’s enthusiasm. ‘Hey, Billy, I’ve got loads of time, so you can play lots of games with me, can’t you? I’m good at scrabble, snap and pairs.’
Billy laughed. ‘Okay, if you’re well enough. But ask your mum first.’
‘Can he, Mum?’
‘Don’t forget he’s a busy man – he has to go to school even if you don’t, he’s a teacher. It all depends on how much spare time he has.’
Billy noted that Becky’s face was brighter and full of colour, no doubt David’s eagerness said it all – he was on the way to recovery. Over the past few days she must have been at her wit’s end.
A while later he left. Becky had arranged to stay with her son. But she walked to the hospital entrance with him and thanked him for being so understanding.
‘I don’t know how I’d have coped, if things had been any worse.’ She closed her eyes for a few seconds before continuing, ‘Not after all I’ve been through recently, it doesn’t bear thinking about.’
‘Don’t worry, he’ll soon get better.’
‘Thanks for being so understanding and helpful. How can I ever repay you?’
‘Don’t be silly. I didn’t do very much. And besides, it’s been a pleasure. Any time you or David need a lift anywhere, I’ll be only too happy to oblige. And it might be an idea so swap mobile numbers so we can contact each other.’
‘Good idea. You’re so sweet,’ she said, giving him a kiss on his cheek.
Everything was back on course again, and Billy’s mood soared. Again, he felt on top of the world.




CHAPTER 22

In a better frame of mind, Billy drove to college feeling buoyant for the first day of the week. Then, during the lunchtime break, he saw Becky arrive for work and walked over to speak to her.
‘How’s the patient this morning?’ he called along the corridor.
She turned, a puzzled look on her face. ‘Oh, I wondered who was shouting. He’s much better again, Billy … err, Mr Price,’ she said, walking towards him. ‘I telephoned the Principal earlier, and he’s agreed to let me work afternoons for the next few weeks until David is fully recovered. I just need to get someone in to look after him while I’m at work.’
They stood opposite each other now. ‘Naturally. That’s good of him, don’t you think?’ Billy said.
‘Yes, because I’ve no family to step in and help me.’
‘I’ll take you to the hospital again tonight. You are visiting him, I take it.’
‘Err … yes. I am. But I wouldn’t want to burden you with my responsibilities.’
‘You wouldn’t be. I want to help if I can.’
Becky looked him straight in the eye. ‘That’s very kind of you.’
‘No worries,’ he said.
She studied him for a few seconds, her face straight, ‘Okay, see you later – I need to get on now.’ She turned and walked off.
Billy took a bag of goodies – a bunch of grapes, a football annual and a solitaire game to the hospital, his smile almost as wide as David’s. And, being overjoyed with the game, David asked him to promise he’d come again tomorrow.
‘That was sweet of you to give David all those things, I was quite touched. But you needn’t have gone to so much expense,’ Becky said as she got out of his car at the flats.
‘What do you mean? I wanted to buy them,’ he said tersely, before adding, ‘I like the lad – you have a fine son there.’
‘I know.’ She smiled, and again, gave him a peck on the cheek before she left.
<><><>
For the next two evenings, a similar pattern of events followed with Billy taking Becky to the hospital to visit her son. It gave him the chance to get to know her better. And when the lad was discharged from hospital, Billy agreed to go with her to fetch him.
After spending the day together, Billy had just finished reading David a bedtime story. ‘Phew,’ he said, coming to sit down afterwards. Becky had the television on and looked exhausted. She yawned.
‘It’s been a long day,’ she said.
‘Yes, but an enjoyable one.’
‘Very true. Billy, I wanted to thank you for all you’ve done over the past few days. I don’t know what I would have done without you.’
‘Oh, I didn’t do very much. It’s been a pleasure, I really like David. He’s a son to be proud of.’
‘I hope so. He’s been through a lot and there may be difficult times ahead.’
‘Have you seen anything of your husband lately?’
‘Not much. He’s probably too busy enjoying himself with his bit on the side. I want a divorce, but I’ve been very busy, what with one thing and another, so I haven’t had chance to see a solicitor yet.’
‘There’s no winner in a divorce settlement. David will be hurt too, when he only sees his dad once a fortnight.’
‘I know. I try to shield him from it as much as I can, but I know he’s hurting inside.’
‘You look exhausted,’ Billy commented.
‘Yes, it’s been hard, and I’ll be going to bed early tonight.’
‘Perhaps I’d better go now.’
‘You don’t have to. I like your company.’
‘Likewise, but you need to rest. I’ll see you tomorrow.’
‘Wait, I’ll see you out.’
They stood in the hallway together.
‘Thank you again for all you’ve done. How can I ever repay you?’
‘No repayment necessary,’ Billy laughed.
They moved closer together, Billy expecting a kiss on the cheek, only it ended up on the lips. Neither of them wanted to break away.
‘Oh, my goodness, I shouldn’t have done that, ’Becky said.
‘Why ever not? It was rather nice.’
‘Yes, it was.’
‘Any chance of us going out together, do you think?
‘Don’t see why not, so long as you don’t mind a certain young man gate-crashing our dates.’
‘I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ he laughed and kissed her again. ‘See you tomorrow then.’
She nodded and gave him a warm smile.
So, their relationship blossomed. Every night he had free, he visited them or took them out. And at weekends, weather permitting, he arranged outings. To an onlooker they appeared like a family unit. The only downturn was that he and Becky weren’t on their own for any length of time. But he was positive their relationship was moving in the right direction. They only held hands or kissed once David had gone to bed. She was still married, but from what she’d said, that part of her life was finished. Maybe, over time, the relationship might develop; he would have to wait and see.
An idea had been preying on his mind but he was reticent to raise it, worrying about Becky’s reaction. Some weeks later, one Sunday evening after David had gone to bed, they sat holding hands watching the television together. ‘Oh dear, I suppose I’d best be leaving, I’m so tired,’ Billy said.
‘Me too. We had a nice day at the Safari Park, but the way my son charges around’ – she laughed – ‘it’s as if he hasn’t a minute to live, either that or he’s frightened of missing something.’
‘Can’t say I hadn’t noticed.’ Having drunk a bottle
of wine between them, Billy managed to find the courage from somewhere, and taking a deep breath, he said, ‘Becky, I wanted to ask you a question.’
‘Oh, yes. I had a feeling you’d got something on your mind. Come on, what is it? You’re not sick of us, are you?’
‘No way, you couldn’t be further from the truth. Well, here goes … I wondered if you and David would like to move in with me.’
She didn’t speak for a second, but her face said it all.
‘From your reaction, I guess it’s not what you expected.’
‘No, no, it isn’t. I’m surprised, stunned even …’
‘But you must have suspected how I feel about you. After all, we are going out together even if we do have a chaperone, aren’t we?’
‘Yes, but I never imagined you were that serious. I thought … I have no idea what I thought. I’ve been that wrapped up with David, and the job and everything else … Oh, Billy, what a sweet thing to ask.’
‘Might you consider it then?’
With tears in her eyes, she replied, ‘To meet someone so soon after Robert is incredible.’
‘I can sense a “but” somewhere there. Am I right?’ he asked guardedly.
‘Sorry, but … I’m not ready for this yet. I can’t at the moment. That’s not to say I don’t like you, because I do. it’s just too soon.’
After a few seconds Billy suggested, ‘I don’t want to push you into anything, but we are already like a family – and the three of us get along.’ He paused, his heart racing, before adding, ‘Maybe we could be together at weekends?’
As he looked into her eyes, he realised she’d taken in the implications of his proposition. Her neck and cheeks were flushed.
Eventually she gave her answer. ‘I’ll have to think about it.’
‘Okay, if you want, but you did say you’re attracted to me –’ He stopped abruptly, realising she had said “liked” not “attracted”.
The atmosphere was tense. He’d been sure she felt the same – obviously not?
Then he said, ‘Sorry, Becky, if you want things to stay as they are between us that’s fine.’
‘It’s early days yet, I don’t know how I feel. It’s only been a short while since I split up with Robert and all the upset that involved. But I’ll think about it.’
‘You take as long you need, I won’t rush you,’ Billy said, much calmer.
‘Thanks.’
They embraced, and he gave her a brief kiss, but she gently pulled away and walked into the hallway. His heart pounded in his chest and he felt the bile rise in his throat. Was she politely trying to get rid of him?
<><><>
That night Billy couldn’t sleep, he was so keyed up. He pictured what it would be like with Becky there in bed beside him.
Their first night together would be something to cherish forever.
The next day he didn’t see Becky, but as he’d be going around to the flat later, he wasn’t worried. He got on with his day and enjoyed the rapport he had with his students. His light-hearted banter made them laugh.
The depressing drizzly morning turned into a bright but cold afternoon. At seven-thirty Billy stood waiting outside Becky’s flat, stamping his feet to keep warm. ‘God, Becky, hurry up and open the door,’ he muttered to himself, and rang the buzzer again, and waited.
No answer. He pressed it again, then stepped back to view the building. No one in. At this time of night, the windows would be lit up. He rang again knowing it was futile. Where are they? he asked himself. Surely if David had been ill, or anything else, she’d have phoned or left a message on his mobile. He tried to ring her but got no reply and sent her a text. In a sudden fit of rage he kicked the door, turned abruptly and walked home.
But during the short walk back he’d convinced himself there must be a plausible explanation and was sure she’d ring him in the next hour. So, for the rest of the evening, he sat with his mobile beside him on the sofa.
By eleven o’clock he panicked
and contemplated phoning the police. But how would it sound; he’d been round to his girlfriend’s place and no one was in! So what, he could almost hear them say. He went to bed.
First thing the next morning he phoned her,
but to no avail. Wherever she’d gone, she must have stayed overnight. How difficult would it have been to ring him?
By lunchtime the following day, unable to concentrate on the work he’d set out for his students, he went to see the Principal. Luckily, he caught him in the corridor, making it seem more of a casual enquiry.
‘Err ... Sorry to infringe on your time, Mr Gibson, but have you seen anything of Becky Sanders?’
Jack Gibson stopped in his tracks, a shrewd expression on his face. ‘Let me think now. Ah yes, I spoke to her yesterday. She’s on compassionate leave until next week.’
‘Oh dear – would you happen to know why?’ Billy asked, thinking a close member of family may be ill. ‘I’m not prying, but we’re good friends and I’m worried because I can’t get in touch with her.’
‘Oh, I see, it’s like that is it?’ He gave Billy a knowing look. ‘Unfortunately, I can’t divulge any more details.’
‘Why ever not?’
‘Because, Mr Price, it’s none of your business,’ the older man responded bluntly. ‘And she specifically asked me for complete discretion.’
Billy backed down, saying, ‘Oh, okay I’ll …’
‘The fact it’s compassionate leave speaks for itself.’ Mr Gibson turned abruptly and marched off down the corridor.
Billy followed in his wake heading for his classroom, still none the wiser. How could he contact Becky if she chose not to answer her phone? His only hope was that she’d get in touch with him – and soon!
On the way home, this festered in his mind. This was the second time this had happened. In the privacy of his own home, he sat down on the edge of his sofa, and head in hands, broke down and cried. Many things passed through his mind but he believed it involved her husband. He feared he’d lose her to him.
Later that night, having got ready for bed early, he sat dozing in front of the television. At first the faint ring of his mobile didn’t register, but once his head cleared he jumped up; he’d left his mobile in the bedroom.
‘Hallo,’ he said harshly, irritated.
‘Billy? It’s Becky.’
‘Becky, are you, all right? I’ve been worried sick.’
‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she mumbled. ‘Sorry I couldn’t get away until now. Things are frantic.’
‘You sound worn out. Where are you?’
‘At home. Err … I mean Robert’s home.’
‘But why, what’s happened?’
‘I got a phone call in the early hours of Monday morning from the police to tell me Robert had been involved in a car crash. It’s serious, his girlfriend who was driving has died.’
‘Dear God, how terrible. What are his chances of a recovery?’
‘From what they’ve told me, if luck is on his side, he’ll pull through. Although what quality of life he’ll have is unclear. He’s had one operation, but more are scheduled.’ She began to sob. ‘He has serious back injuries, broken legs, and his face is smashed up. It’ll take him many months to recover. David and I will stay with him until he’s well enough to look after himself. I hope you understand.’
‘Of course, I do. So, when can I see you?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know, not for a while.’ She stopped to blow her nose. ‘It’s so upsetting to see him with his face battered and swollen and he’s so helpless … I’m sorry … I can’t deal with this. I have to go.’
‘Please, keep in touch,’ he said, but phone had gone dead.
So, he knew where he stood. Their relationship seemed to have ended abruptly. In a twist of fate Becky and David had been thrown right back into Robert’s lap. Robert didn’t deserve her; he’d left Becky for a younger woman. He couldn’t imagine the pain Becky was going through.
<><><>
Four weeks passed and he lost all hope of ever hearing from Becky again. Then, on the Friday night, on his way home from the pub, he noticed a light on in the kitchen window of her flat. Filled with expectation, he rang her land line.
Excitement came into his voice when the telephone receiver was picked up, and he said,
‘Is that you, Becky?’
‘Who?’ A coarse female voice answered. ‘You must have the wrong number, mate.’
Billy repeated the number he’d dialled.
‘It is the right number, but there’s no one called Becky living here. I only moved in a couple of days ago. Maybe she’s the previous tenant?’
‘Yes, she is. Did she leave a forwarding address?’
‘Nah, don’t know anything about that. I got this flat through an advert in the paper. Mr Swift, the landlord, is the person I’ve been dealing with. You should have a word with him.’
Billy threw his phone against the wall in frustration. What on earth was going on now? Why had she moved out? She could have told him. It must have something to do with that husband of hers.
He’d forgotten she was renting the flat. Maybe he’d pay this Mr Swift a visit. Surely, there was a forwarding address.
But, before he could, the next morning he got a letter in the post.
It began:
Dear Billy,

 
I’m sorry to write to you like this. It’s the coward’s way out, but there’s no easy way to tell you without getting myself even more upset.

It’s over between us. Much as I like you and everything else, the pull of my husband with whom I’ve shared so many years, and who is David’s father, is too great. The injuries to his back and legs are so severe, despite several operations, it looks like he’ll never walk properly again. He needs David and me more than ever.

In the past few weeks we’ve found one another again, and in the long and painful months ahead, we want to make a go of it. David is happy to have his father back again, and they’re getting close for the first time.

I’ll never forget the time we had together, and neither will David. You helped me get through a very unhappy period of my life, and for that I am eternally grateful. I don’t know what would have happened if the car crash hadn’t taken place – but now it’s pointless to speculate. David and I wish you all the happiness in the world and hope you soon find someone to share your life with. It’s the least you deserve.

Much love,

Becky.

P.S. Please, I beg of you, don’t try to contact me as this would only cause everyone a lot unnecessary pain.

Billy started breathing heavily; despair began to build up within him again. Amidst his tears he screamed, ripped up the letter into many tiny pieces and threw them into the air, watching them flutter down on to the carpet. He then grabbed any item in his path – chairs, tables, cups, saucers, plates, anything he could lay his hands on, throwing them against the wall. When he’d finished the place looked like a bomb site. He plunged to the floor screaming the same thoughts. Why me yet again? What have I done to deserve this?
Later when the hysteria had passed, washed-out, he opened the bottle of Rosé he’d kept in case Becky paid a visit. Within ten minutes, after gulping down a can of lager, he threw the empty wine bottle against the door. Soon afterwards he collapsed in a drunken stupor on the floor.
With no perception of where he was, he awoke with a pounding headache. But at sight of the mess he’d created, it all came back to him and he turned away in shame.
Finally, he sat up feeling sick, but forced himself to stand. As he began the awesome task of clearing up, unimaginable thoughts of hatred formed in his mind, of retribution and reprisals.
<><><>
At work he acted as if nothing had happened. None of the other teachers knew of his relationship with Becky but the Principal, so he had no awkward questions to answer. He wanted to move on, but the whole despicable episode stuck in his craw.
He’d never met Robert but from what he could gather the bloke was a condescending adulterous big-head. The type to assume his estranged wife would look after him in his hour of need. And the fact she and his son had, at one point, been almost homeless through his actions, didn’t seem to matter.
If only he knew where he lived.
<><><>
Days turned into weeks. He’d heard Becky had left her job without serving notice and decided to challenge the Principal. At the end of the school day with no other teaching staff about, he went to his office.
‘Sorry to bother you, Mr Gibson. Could I have a word?’
‘Yes, yes, come and take a seat.’ He gestured to the chair in front of his desk. ‘Now, Billy, what can I do for you?’
‘I hear Becky Sanders has left the College,’ he began. ‘I presume it must have something to do with her husband’s dreadful accident.’
‘Yes, it has. Terrible thing. Has been a dreadful strain for her.’ He stopped and shook his head, before adding, ‘Although I hear there’s been an improvement. The doctors have said he’s over the worst but will be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life.’
He shrugged his shoulders.
‘Perhaps when things have settled down, she might teach … err … somewhere else,’ Billy fished.
‘Who knows? I suppose it’s possible. It’s sad, she’s such a talented and popular teacher. But I can’t see her coming back here. She’s living about thirty miles away.’
‘I was wondering, if you have her new address I could go visit them.’ Billy suggested, holding his breath.
‘As I’ve said before that’s not possible,’ was his reply. ‘But I’m going up myself in a few days’ time, I could convey your best wishes to her.’
‘That’s good of you. Thanks.’
An awkward silence followed, and Billy realised in Gibson’s usual brusque way he’d been dismissed and got up from his seat.
‘Oh, we’re having a whip-round. Mrs Dawson’s been busy organising it. If you’d like to contribute, why don’t you see her?’
‘Yes, right I’ll do that.’ He hesitated before leaving the room, he had hoped at least to come away with Becky’s new number but realised it would be futile to suggest this.
Outside, Billy stamped his foot in frustration. He had to find her address. Maybe one of the other teachers would tell him, but how could he do that without arousing suspicion?
Soon his eagerness turned into a frenzy, he needed to know where she was. He’d hoped to contact her during the Christmas holidays now only a week away, but as his enquiries had drawn a blank, it seemed unlikely.
During the holiday, while clearing out old paperwork, he came across a scrap book he’d been compiling of his children’s artwork. Tucked away in the back were several of David’s drawings, and flicking through them he stopped to read one of his stories. It turned out to be a letter addressed to Santa Claus, but at the top of the page he’d scrawled 5 Fesent Close – the rest of the address was illegible. He felt giddy with excitement and opened up his laptop. He now had the breakthrough he needed. Obviously the “Fesent” was the child’s way of spelling “Pheasant”.
Within fifteen minutes he found two possibilities. But from the little information Mr Gibson had given, only one fitted the bill – he’d stated Becky lived “thirty miles away” and had referred to going “up” to visit her.
<><><>
But what was intended as a reconnaissance trip proved to be more decisive.
It started with a pleasant drive through hilly green countryside dotted with sheep. Here and there amid the early morning mist distant lights from isolated farms were visible.
At last, having passed through several sleepy hamlets, he noticed a sign swaying in the breeze welcoming visitors to Linbury. The main street hosted a couple of pubs, gift shops, a post office and store, and at the far end where the road forked, stood a church.
Billy stopped the car to google the address on his phone but still couldn’t work out where it was. Most of the houses were interspersed between the main street and a few side streets, none of which were Pheasant Close. If he left the car now, being a stranger, he’d be too conspicuous but once he’d got his bearings, he might find out what was going on with Becky and her husband. He took a swig from his can of Coke, unable to decide what to do next. After considering his options, he got out, donned a baseball cap, and headed towards the church, and the sound of a distant voice.
‘Peppi, Peppi,’ came the voice.
Out of nowhere a small poodle appeared and was now prancing around his feet. He bent down to stroke the animal’s head.
‘Oh, there you are.’ Billy saw an old lady approaching; she spoke as if to a child, ‘I can’t keep up with you, you naughty girl.’ She looked up into Billy’s face, adding in the same vein, ‘And jumping on this gentleman too.’
‘Don’t worry on my account,’ Billy remarked. He picked up the small poodle. ‘You don’t know where Pheasant Close is by any chance, do you?’ he asked, passing the dog over to its owner.
‘If you carry on past the church, you’ll see a narrow driveway. It leads to four or five detached houses.’ She pointed her crooked finger, then went on, ‘It’s there, opposite. It’s hard to see from here because of the trees fronting it.’
Not wanting to continue the conversation, he thanked her and walked off in the direction she’d indicated.
Halfway up the drive his pace slowed; there were the five detached houses spaced out into a semi-circle. He stepped out of view into the bushes. From this vantage point, he could just about make out the number of the house opposite.
Billy decided to spend a night or two in a local B&B. The next morning he woke early; the room he’d booked at The Hangman’s Tree late yesterday afternoon left a lot to be desired. But, with Linbury only a few miles away, it would serve its purpose. And after a light breakfast he was on his way.
Once again in the confinement of the car he sat in wait, parked just around the corner so he could see their house. He guessed, being Saturday morning, they’d go shopping.
Two hours later the front door opened and out stepped Becky. She turned around and pulled her husband’s wheelchair out of door and down a ramp towards the car, while David ran forward to open
the door to the red Tuscan 4-by-4. With difficulty, Robert heaved himself into the passenger seat. He’d angrily waved aside Becky’s offer to help and shouted he could do this himself. Becky shrugged her shoulders, and then adeptly folded up the chair and placed it into the boot.
He waited for their car to pass his, and within the matter of a few seconds, he followed the red 4-by-4 keeping a discreet distance. Now, more than ever before, he suspected her return to her husband was influenced by money rather than a sense of duty.
Fifteen minutes later they were driving along the busy High Street of Freesham, but being determined to chase his quarry three vehicles in front, he didn’t take in what the town offered.
He parked his car a safe distance from the handicapped parking bay, but close enough to see through the rear-view mirror. Becky and David struggled to help Robert into his wheelchair amid more rantings, which quite shocked Billy.
Their first port of call was a cafe not far from the entrance to the car park. After a few minutes Billy walked in discreetly, and ordered a pot of tea. The toast he’d eaten for breakfast had the consistency of cardboard and the burnt taste had lingered in his mouth. He hoped the tea might wash away that taste.
How frustrating, boring even, to keep tabs on them. They were so slow.
From where he sat he saw them eating jam scones and sipping drinks. They weren’t talking much. Then David got up and walked to the toilets. He opened the door, looked inside and came out nodding. Becky got up from her seat and manoeuvred the wheelchair inside, leaving Robert to go to the toilet. They stood outside waiting for him to finish.
Billy had been lucky so far, no one had recognised him. He drank his tea, and pretended to read a newspaper. Then he heard a voice shouting, ‘Get in here and hurry up!’ Obviously, Robert.
Becky looked frantic when the door to the toilet opened and struggled to push the wheelchair out. Robert was shouting at his wife over something.
My God, what a task they faced. Becky must be a saint to put up with it. And to think she’d given him up for this.
What a turn of events, he thought, slipping out of the café. The cold morning air brought him back to reality. He couldn’t believe this had happened right in front of him. And what she and David were going through now didn’t bear thinking about. Would this mean anything for him? He didn’t know. Right now, his pride wouldn’t allow him to have Becky back into his life, having already been spurned once.




CHAPTER 23

On the drive back to Ashfield, his feelings of shock remained. Becky would certainly have a hard time with Robert. And God knows what it would do to David. Maybe Billy was better out of it. But he couldn’t help feeling once again that he faced a life of lonelinesswithout anyone to share it with. Yet he wouldn’t have swapped places with Becky for the world. In some ways hers was worse than his own plight.
At the flat he lay on his bed thinking of Becky and the turmoil she faced. From the look of it at least she’d be comfortably off.
That night Billy slept fretfully. And the following morning wasn’t motivated by the idea of returning to work.
He should have put more effort into the first lesson of the day. After all, they were working towards their exam next year. But somehow he didn’t have the energy. And, anyway, why should he push himself? Morons, all of them … not nearly as talented as someone from his dark, distant past. Huh, and look who she was with: another idiot.
He walked round to each desk handing every student a blank piece of paper. ‘All right, you lot, I want you to write a story, entitled My Most Enjoyable Holiday. He then returned to his desk, sat down, took a newspaper from his briefcase and started reading it. Total silence ensued. He guessed they were wondering what had got into him, setting an assignment more suited to primary school children. But hey-ho, he didn’t care.
And, with their heads down in the eerie atmosphere, they all began their work. Billy waited, expecting one or other of the wise guys in the room to comment. But nothing was said, and after the lesson they all left without a word.
At the next lesson he suggested his students might like a change from a conventional lesson and asked if anyone knew a good joke. At first his proposition was met with raised eyebrows, but once the ball was rolling the whole class joined in, culminating in a most hilarious lesson. Billy had enjoyed himself and vowed to continue in a similar vein.
This carried on for the rest of the day with little work being done. If he carried on like this, his students would fail their exams. But with nothing in his own life, what did it matter to him?
Later at his flat that night, he looked at the huge wad of exercise books he had to mark and was disheartened. He couldn’t face the monotony of it all and picked up the whole pile and dumped them in the trash bin outside the flats. He giggled. Why he found it so funny he didn’t know.
<><><>
Billy’s cynical outlook on life continued as did his attitude towards his job. His non-existent personal life aggravated his lack of interest in his students’ education and their future. His lessons became a stage show; a performance rather than a period of learning. Often his class were asked to write an essay on random subjects: Why England hadn’t won the World Cup since 1966? What makes a world class golfer? A far cry from the curriculum.
When the Head asked to see him, he wasn’t surprised. Standing outside the man’s office, he knocked on the door, wondering what the outcome would be.
Jack Gibson looked up over half-rimmed spectacles as he entered the room.
‘Hallo, Billy, take a seat.’
Billy sat down, feeling browned off with teaching.
‘I’ll come straight to the point. There have been a few complaints about your teaching methods of late. Your lessons are rather bizarre and you’re not adhering to the curriculum. What’s going on?’
‘Nothing much. Boredom, I suppose, with the lessons I’m expected to give. I fancied giving the kids a bit of light relief.’ 
At first, Gibson nodded his agreement, saying, ‘Maybe that’s all right for a short period, but to carry on as you are doing is a downright abuse of your position. If you’re unwell or have another problem, tell me.’ The flicker of a warmth Billy had detected in the man’s eyes had gone.
‘There’s no problem, Mr Gibson, no problem at all.’
Jack Gibson sat up straight, ‘This has to stop at once.
And if it continues, you’ll give me no alternative –’
The sentence went unfinished when Billy rudely butted in, ‘Oh sorry, pardon me for rocking the boat. I’ve been a naughty boy and I promise not to do it again.’ He gave a mocking salute.
‘Okay, Mr Price, I can see you’re not your normal self. I’m sorry, but I will have to  suspend you. I suggest you see a doctor to help sort you out,’ the Principal said with a concerned frown.
Shocked that he should be victimised in this way, Billy answered, ‘I’m all right, as fit as a fiddle – why shouldn’t I be?’ It didn’t matter how he taught his students, so long as they passed their exams.
‘Go home. I can’t force you to go to a doctor, but until you do, I don’t want you back here.’
Billy’s
hands squeezed the arms of his chair, his body became rigid as he stared at Gibson in disbelief. How dare he treat him like this – the man had it in for him.
‘You know something? You can stick your job. Why should I care when nobody cares about me?’
‘You’d better leave now before this gets any worse. Go, or you might live to regret it.’ The Principal got to his feet, pointing to the door.
I’m out of here, Billy decided, walking down the corridor towards the staff room to get his things.
He hated the place, the lousy students and the even lousier teachers – they deserved each other.
When he reached the flat he flopped down on his bed and began to cry.
The anger and hurt would take time to abate. He really had thought Becky was the one, but preferring her abusive husband to him was humiliating. And Sarah was the same with that lout Ryan. So here he was again on his own; no matter how much he cared for others, it was always the same. He should be used to it by now, but nevertheless he was distraught.
Eventually, he pulled himself together and got off the bed. From now on he’d put himself first. And as for seeing a doctor as Gibson had suggested, he wouldn’t – there was nothing wrong with him. How he despised that man, sitting in his comfy office, getting paid an extortionate wage to dish out useless advice. It’s about time he had his life turned upside down. See how he felt.
After three days of self-imposed exile and ready to face the world again, he ventured out to buy a few supplies. The morning was crisp and bright and the ground was covered in frost; people were predicting snow. He remembered the last heavy snowfall with Sarah and the children. His life had been a series of upheavals albeit to different degrees ever since.
But the past was the past, for now he needed to get another job; but first he intended to deal with Gibson. But how would he bring that about? The man lived near to Oldhampton, a small village about ten miles away. Soon after moving to the area, the Gibsons’ had thrown a big party to celebrate a milestone wedding anniversary. With luck, and a bit of rummaging, he’d find the invitation he’d received. If only he’d made time to go to the shindig. After turning the place upside-down, he found the invite amid a wad of invoices in an old shoebox at the back of a wardrobe. Printed in black at the bottom of the gold-edged card the address stood out:
11 Waldron Road Oldhampton.
The next day Billy took a trip out to Waldron Close to size up the area and the layout of Gibson’s house, which was in a secluded spot. Then a week later, he started out early. He passed through the quaint village of Oldhampton to an isolated area overlooking Waldron Road. From this vantage point, using binoculars, he could see the front door of number eleven.
He sat back, turned up his coat collar and poured himself a mug of tea from the flask, placed the cup on the dashboard and went back to the matter in hand. Half an hour later, flask empty, windows to the car steamed up, there was still no movement from number eleven. He wondered whether he should try again another day, then through the misted window something
caught his attention; a light went out. Wiping the glass with his gloved hand, he grabbed the binoculars. Still unable to see clearly, he opened the window, and in the early morning light, Gibson’s BMW glided out onto the road.
One down, two to go; with any luck Gibson’s prune-faced wife wouldn’t be far behind. And he was right; just as the tips of his fingers and his runny nose couldn’t get any colder, she appeared, tottering out in figure-hugging clothes and stiletto heeled shoes. Finally, after messing about for what seemed like hours, she drove off in the Audi TT.
He waited a while wondering if she might have forgotten anything and return. Satisfied the coast was clear, he left his car with a small crowbar placed discreetly up the sleeve of his dark overcoat.
A few minutes later facing the six-foot fence at the rear of the property, he climbed over, dropping onto the lawn below with the utmost caution. He waited, crouched at the foot of the fence, unsure whether he’d been seen. Then, with daylight fast approaching, he crept towards the back door and, taking the crowbar from his sleeve, tried to wrench the door open. Several attempts later, it opened. Once inside, to his alarm, he faced a large retriever dog. He stood still fearful of what the dog might do. The dog jumped up and gave him the warm slobber of his tongue.
Sure the mutt would actually do him no harm, he pushed past him into a spacious warm kitchen. He walked around astounded by the grandeur; never had he expected such splendour. Huh, it was all right for some, no doubt the Gibsons’ life had been plain sailing. Well, that was about to change, he thought, kicking over a large Areca Palm standing in the hallway. He grabbed hold of the dog and pulled him up the stairs and into one of the bedrooms, closing the door behind him.
Then he went in all the other bedrooms, two en-suite and the bathroom, all adorned with the finest furniture and fittings. Lucky him. Billy wanted to trash the place but held back. Suddenly, in his mind’s eye he saw Katie and his mum and dad pleading with him, begging him not to give way to the bad feelings building up inside him. He sank to his knees and sobbed his heart out. He couldn’t do this, it wasn’t fair. Gibson and his family didn’t deserve what he’d been planning. He couldn’t believe he’d sunk so low. Time to get out of there, quickly.
Downstairs to the kitchen and then the back door, which he’d forced open. Billy slipped out and tried to shut the door as best as he could. He was away in minutes, shaking as he got back in his car.
Later in bed, he found himself tossing and turning, thinking about what he’d almost done. It was wrong. Gibson was only doing his job. What was he turning into? Gibson would get a fright when he got back and saw someone had broken into his house. But he’d be relieved when he knew nothing had been taken. If Billy was found out he’d be sent to prison like his dad. And everything he’d achieved so far would be for nothing.




CHAPTER 24

Later that night he thought about Sarah and the children and he yearned for them to be together again. But there was no chance of that. And now he’d quit his job he’d no longer be able to support a family.
Three days later a letter arrived in the post containing a page he had to sign to confirm his resignation. The letter was signed by Jack Gibson on behalf of the Board of Governors. Billy wondered if Gibson had found out who had broken into his house. And
was this his way of getting rid of him. Probably best if he left anyway. He signed the letter, put it the prepaid envelope and posted it.
Now he realised what he’d almost done at Gibson’s house had made no difference whatsoever. He’d acted on impulse, as he had at first with his aunt and uncle after he’d lost his whole family. His negative feelings were the same then, as they were now, over Sarah and Becky.
As the day wore on, panic spread through his body as he struggled to accept that despite having paid for the flat outright, there would still be bills to pay if he wanted to stay put. Ground rent, service charge, council tax and water rates, and that was before he’d put food on the table. And how would he manage the child maintenance payments? He’d try to get another teaching job, but it would be difficult after what happened. But what else was he trained for? He’d have to sign on and collect dole money.
Unfortunately, even this didn’t pan out as he’d envisaged. The Job Centre told him it would be six weeks before he could claim any allowance because he’d left of his own accord. The adviser’s blasé attitude got to him. Heat rose up from his neck and into his face, but if he caused a scene it would only result in being thrown out.
He would have to pay for his recklessness, of letting his feelings get the better of him. And now he no longer had anyone to turn to. And no matter how much he watched the pennies, he’d find it difficult to get by.
He began to lead a miserable existence. With only his dole money, it was difficult to make ends meet. He had to find work.
In a rural area that would be difficult – the few jobs available were in agriculture, an industry he had no knowledge of. At other times in the year there may have been the option of fruit picking, but now in the middle of winter, his chances were bleak. He applied for anything and everything. After a while, unable to even get an interview, he gave up. There seemed no way out of the situation. It didn’t seem fair. They were all faring better than him: Sarah had Ryan and his kids; Becky, while not in an ideal situation, still had Robert and David. He felt angry at himself but was determined to rise above it.
He’d made mistakes in the past and had overcome them. And would do so again, although this time it would be much harder, since no one would take him on as a teacher. He longed for a family and happiness like he’d enjoyed with his mum and dad and Katie, before Katie’s illness had destroyed them all. With Sarah, in the beginning, it had been good, before she’d taken up with Ryan. And for a few weeks he’d been with Becky and David.
<><><>
The first letter from the bank arrived in the middle of March. He’d been expecting it, but when its reality hit him, he knew he had to do something to put it right. The letter pointed out his direct debits hadn’t been paid – due to the fact you do not have an authorised overdraft facility in place – the words seemed to leap out from the page as he read on –
it is likely a penalty may have to be paid. Could you please telephone to arrange an interview?
Billy wanted to rip the letter up along with all the other reminders. But if he could set up an overdraft provision, his monetary problems might temporarily be eased.
Despite being disheartened by his situation when the appointed day came to visit the bank, Billy took the trouble to look his best in a suit. He’d decided to be nice and courteous and hope the man would sympathise with his situation and be willing to help. At the enquiries desk he was told to take a seat in the Customer Service area and someone would be with him shortly.
Ten minutes later, the door marked ‘Manager’ opened and out strode a man of medium height and build wearing a dark blue suit. He walked over to Billy, and with an outstretched hand, introduced himself. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Price. My name is Mr Fisher, the assistant manager. If you’d like to follow me into one of the interview rooms?’ He pointed to a door in the corner of the room.
In the confines of the interview room, Billy wasted no time. ‘You sent me a letter, Mr Fisher, about my direct debit payments.’
‘Ahh, yes, that’s right. As we pointed out in the letter, there are insufficient funds in your account to cover the last two months’ direct debits.’ He looked up as if expecting Billy to answer, and then continued. ‘Although I notice that for the last three months, no salary payments have been paid into the account.’
‘Err, yes, that’s because I resigned from my teaching post at Ashfield College, and I’m currently looking for another job.’
‘Oh, but how are you going to cover these payments?’
‘Good question, I can’t. I’m short of cash at the moment and until I get a job, the only income I’ve got is
my dole money. And no matter how thrifty I am, it doesn’t go far. After I’ve paid for food there isn’t much over for bills.’
‘Well, the Bank can’t allow this to go on. We’ve already been lenient. Soon your debts will spiral out of control. You’ve put me in a difficult position.’
To say this wasn’t going as he planned was putting it mildly, prompting Billy to say, ‘Please, Mr Fisher, I’m really down on my luck right now; the bank has the means to help people like me get through sticky patches. I’ll more than likely get a job soon, and then I can pay back everything I owe.’
‘That’s all well and good, Mr Price, but you can’t give me any guarantees. This might go on for months and months, and in the meantime, your debt will get bigger and bigger.’
He felt his face drop. ‘Can’t you arrange an overdraft facility just to tide me over for a few months?’ He looked into the man’s eyes. ‘Come on, give me some breathing space. Good God, man, it’s only been a couple of months.’ By this time Billy’s anxiety had reached fever pitch.
But when Mr Fisher said, ‘The best we could offer you is two weeks’ grace,’ without a flicker of emotion, Billy saw red.
He stood up. ‘How can you be so heartless? I’ve been a good customer, never been in any debt until now. What am I supposed to do? I’m trying to get another job but I can’t force anyone to give me a job.’
‘Well, since you own your flat, you could sell and find somewhere smaller or re-mortgage it and use the money to pay off your debts. Or sell some of your fixtures and fittings to tide you over. If you want to do that, we might be in a position to help.’
‘Yes, I can see you’d love to get even more money out of me, wouldn’t you? No wonder your bank is making such big profits, through fleecing poor customers like me. I’m sorry but I’ve had enough. Just do what you have to do,’ he said, and with that, he left.
If he didn’t find a job soon, the bailiffs would be called in.
The idea of being kicked out of his own flat frightened him – he remembered being homeless once before and hadn’t liked it one bit. Sooner or later if he couldn’t get a job, he would have to take drastic action.
<><><>
Billy remained in his flat for the next week, applying for jobs but no interviews were forthcoming. As a rule, reading a book stimulated his mind and helped him lose himself. At present, it just wasn’t so, and he found it hard to keep himself occupied. And his mood plummeted even further on receipt of another letter from the bank. He knew it was coming but when he read the contents he still felt panicky.
It has been three months now since sufficient funds have been paid into your account to cover your outgoings, and I have to point out that a stop has been put on all of your direct debits until such time as your account is in credit. May I also remind you of the sums owed to the bank for previous payments made on your behalf to creditors.

I see from our records that until recently you had a well-paid job as a teacher. Therefore, we must point out what dire circumstances this will lead to if the situation is allowed to continue. If this is not resolved within the next seven days, the Bank will have no alternative but to take steps to recover the amounts owed.

M J Petiford (Securities)

Billy was heartbroken that it had come to this but had been powerless to stop it. Now there remained only one option and that was to sell the flat and start afresh somewhere else. Maybe to a part of the country where no one knew him. He needed money to live and owned the flat, which once sold would give him the breathing space he needed whilst he sorted out his life.
<><><>
He slammed the door to his flat for the last time, locked it, then pushed the key through the letterbox. Most of his luggage was already in the boot of the car, and as he headed across the car park he felt relief, light-headed even at the thought of leaving the flat and everything else here behind.
Yesterday morning he’d handed the spare keys to the estate agent and then carried on to his solicitor, who had given him, as promised, a cheque for the sale proceeds less monies owed to the bank. Selling the flat had been easy: it had taken only two months. Billy patted his inside top pocket; the cheque would keep him going for quite a while.
With every mile that passed, Billy felt better. He had expected, it being Friday, that the motorway would be busy. Luckily the southbound carriageway wasn’t too bad, although in his present upbeat mood, time didn’t matter.
There were signposts directing traffic to several large towns but living by the sea appealed to him and before long, in the distance, he saw the grey-blue of the ocean.
He took the next exit, leaving the motorway behind. It was now well after lunchtime and he hadn’t taken a break, so he pulled in at the next petrol station to fill up the tank and get something to eat. On entering the kiosk Billy’s eyes were drawn to a small rosy-cheeked elderly woman, obviously the owner, sitting in the corner.
‘Hello there, my lovely,’ she greeted him. ‘It’s been a grand day, for this time of year.’
He smiled at her West Country accent. ‘Yes, it has, grand.’
‘Let’s see what you owe me.’ She got up from her seat with some difficulty, then chuckling, added, ‘Must be getting old.’ He watched as she turned, placed the knitting she was doing on the chair and hobbled over to the counter where she took his payment.
‘I don’t suppose you sell sandwiches or snacks by any chance?’ he enquired.
She stopped, as if giving it some thought. ‘Tell the truth normally I don’t. But I can make you a cheese and tomato one if that would do?
He smiled. ‘It would do nicely. I’d appreciate it.’
‘There’s a small scullery,’ – she pointed to the corner where she’d been sitting – ‘behind that curtain, it’s only a cupboard. Won’t be a minute.’
‘That’s fine, take your time.’
Within three or four minutes she returned, a plate containing the sandwiches in one hand and what looked like a plastic tray in the other.
‘Come and sit over here.’ She handed him the plate, picked up her knitting and plumped down on to her chair, then with a shake of her hand deftly opened up what turned out to be a stool. After thanking her, he sat down and ate.
‘I take it you enjoyed those?’
‘Too right I did.’ He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. Then asked, ‘I was wondering, do you know of any cheap boarding houses around here where I might stay for a night or two?’
Once again she chuckled, and said, ‘You won’t believe me, but I was just wondering how long it would take you to ask me that.’
‘I’m not that easy to read, am I?’
‘Maybe I’m telepathic,’ she joked. ‘But to answer your question there is someone who takes in paying guests. It’s not a posh place but it’s spotless and her cooking’s nice too.’ She rose from her seat to rummage in a drawer by the counter.
‘I’ve got a slip of paper somewhere with the address and telephone number, although I know the address, it’s just the phone number I can never remember.’ She shook her head.
Billy looked at his watch, time was getting on. ‘Look, it doesn’t matter, just give me the address – I’m sure I’ll find it.’
The counter drawer closed with a bang. ‘It’s not easy getting old,’ she said, sounding vexed. ‘I’ll write it down for you.’
<><><>
Billy left the garage with directions to the town of Trowmoor and the note of the place to stay. By the middle of the afternoon he had opened a bank account and paid in his cheque. From Wednesday of next week, he’d be able to withdraw from the account. But, until then, it would be a struggle to make the money in his pocket spin out. With that in mind, he spent a cold night in the car parked on a caravan site car park, hoping he’d go unnoticed.
But even with the front seat tilted back and a blanket and overcoat covering him, he had difficulty sleeping due to the coolness of the night, and in the early hours of the morning, he switched on the engine to warm up the air for a few minutes. As he lay there his thoughts were of his dad. What would he make of this? So much had happened since that fatal night … both good and bad. No doubt he’d have been proud of his university and teaching achievements; but what about his private life and the mistakes he’d made since? Maybe one day he might redeem himself, he thought, thinking to the future. He wanted to find happiness somewhere along the way – as he’d once had with Sarah, and briefly, with Becky. Only then would his life be complete.
<><><>
Awoken to the sound of squawking seagulls, in the cool atmosphere of the car, Billy was disorientated and unable to move.
He rubbed his eyes and sat up; every part of his body ached. Then, reaching for the squeegee to wipe the windscreen, he realised condensation had dripped down the glass. He couldn’t spend another night in the car, despite it being early June.
He opened his car door and glanced around, and with no one in sight, he made his way to the toilet block. After sprucing up, he held his hands under the hand-drier savouring its warmth.
At eight-thirty, parked opposite Fair View House, Billy waited anxiously. There would be vacancies at this time of the year, and if he mentioned Bronwyn Owen from the garage, as she had suggested, maybe they wouldn’t ask for too much of a payment upfront. Well, there was only one way to find out.




CHAPTER 25

He knocked on the black wooden door and waited.
A young woman of medium height and build, probably in her late twenties, opened the door.
‘Hi!’ Billy said. ‘Are you Edith?’
She smiled and her green eyes lit up.
‘No, I’m Ruth, Edith is my mother.’
‘Err … I’m Mr Price, I’ve come about renting a room.’
‘Oh, yes. Please, come in.’
He followed her down a narrow hall and into a room furnished with a sofa, two armchairs and a television. At the back stood a desk with a computer.
‘I’ll tell her you’re here, won’t keep you a minute. She’s in the kitchen washing up after breakfast,’ Ruth explained, then added, ‘Don’t look so worried. Sit down and get warm.’
A few minutes later Edith came in, drying her hands on her apron. ‘Mr Price?’ she said with outstretched hand.
Billy saw the likeness straight away; the older woman was greyer and chubbier.
‘I’d like to rent a room,’ he explained.
‘I’m afraid I only have one room available.’ She stopped as if in deep thought. ‘How long do you want to stay, Mr Price?’
‘Not really sure, maybe three months?’
‘Three months? Long holiday, is it, or what?’
‘Not exactly. I plan to move into the area once I find a house and need a stop-gap to live while I look for something.’
‘Are you sure it’ll take that long?’ Edith asked.
‘It all depends on how things work out,’ Billy said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘I’m only looking for a small flat.’
‘Oh, I didn’t mean to pry … So long as you pay me your rent …’ She didn’t finish the sentence, but changing the subject, said, ‘The only room we have right now is up in the attic. It’s really cosy and the view from the window in the roof is breath-taking.’
‘I’ll look forward to seeing that,’ Billy agreed. ‘The lady at the petrol station told me your boarding house is scrupulously clean. I can see she was right.’
Edith stopped in her tracks. ‘Did she? I thought you were a stranger to these parts.’
‘I am, but I called in at the garage. Bronwyn Owen,’ – he nodded – ‘said you might have a room.’
‘Oh, bless,’ Edith said. ‘That’s nice of her. We’re distantly related by marriage. Her grandfather was my ex-husband’s great … Oh, but you don’t want to hear that. Come upstairs, I’ll show you.’
The first flight of stairs had a red patterned carpet.
There were five doors leading off the landing which was lit from a large leaded window at the end of the house. To the side, a narrow staircase spiralled up into the loft area.
‘The attic room is up there, but I assure you it’s done out very nicely,’ Edith said.
Billy made no reply – anything was better than sleeping in the car. He followed her, manoeuvring his baggage so as not to scrape the sides of the staircase. The attic had varnished wooden floorboards and an assortment of fluffy rugs.
When Edith switched on the light Billy saw the fully furnished room had adequate headroom. At the gable end, a large double bed with angled wardrobes to either side fitted the sloping ceiling. A chest of drawers and a small television stood on the opposite wall and a hand wash basin with shaving facilities was in the far corner.
‘It’s nice,’ Billy commented as he walked over to the window in the roof. ‘And wow, you’re right – that’s a great view.’
‘Yes, that’s what all my guests say when they stay up here,’ Edith commented. ‘So, what do you think?’
‘Yeah, brilliant. I’ll take it.’
‘Oh good. I like having people here at this time of the year; it’s relatively quiet. And the money will be very welcome.’
At that Billy felt the blood rush into his face, he had to say something. ‘Err, about payment … I can only give you two weeks’ board, that is until Wednesday. After that …’
Edith shook her head, causing Billy’s heart to leap into his mouth as he imagined what was coming next, but when she said, ‘That will be fine for now, Mr Price,’ he could hardly believe his ears. She went on, ‘We have a communal bathroom on the landing.’ She stopped at this point and laughed. ‘Now, electricity, towels and bed linen are included, as is
breakfast at eight and evening meal at six. Err … what else is there? Oh yes, a washing machine is downstairs and everything you’ll need to do your laundry. And that about covers it.’
‘Sounds good. Here, let me give you the money.’ He counted out the cash into her hand.
‘So, I presume you want to move in straight away.’
‘Right now, if that’s convenient,’ he said with a smile. ‘And one thing, Edith. Could you please call me Billy? I feel as if I’m back at school again.’ Immediately he wished he hadn’t made the last comment. But it had gone unnoticed.
‘Okay, that’s fine,’ she said.
‘Great, I’ll get the rest of my things, if that’s okay with you.’
‘Leave you to it then. It’s past breakfast but when you’re finished, I’ll make you a cup of tea and a round of toast. You look as if you need it.’
He disappeared down the spiral stairs, realising she’d guessed how he’d spent the night from his bedraggled appearance.
The biggest part of the morning was spent unloading the car, unpacking his cases and putting his belongings away. He forgot about the tea and toast.
At lunchtime he walked into the town centre, meandering around the shops to get a general idea of where everything was situated. In addition to the jobcentre, off the main high street, he saw an employment agency and also a hotel where he guessed temporary seasonal workers would be employed. No great rush, but he’d have to get settled soon, and as teaching jobs were no longer viable, he’d take any menial job.
But that would be for Monday when they were all open. For now, with his stomach rumbling, he’d get a sandwich and then head back. All thoughts of a brisk walk on the beach or reading his newspaper in one of the shelters along the seafront were forgotten.
At Fair View everything was quiet, but for the hushed tones of Edith and Ruth in the kitchen. Not wanting to disturb them he crept up to the attic, made himself a drink and ate his sandwich. After what seemed only minutes hearing someone shout his name, he opened his eyes and looked at his watch; six o’clock, he must have drifted into a deep sleep. He got up, glanced in the mirror, and trying to tidy up, he walked towards the entrance. There at the foot of the staircase was Edith.
‘Don’t you want dinner, Mr Pr ... Billy?’ she asked tentatively.
‘Oh, yes, sorry – I’ll be down in a minute.’
‘Better hurry or it’ll go cold.’
‘Yes, okay,’ he said, rather fraught by her attitude.
Billy stood at the doorway for a few seconds feeling like a spare part; the room was full. Suddenly he heard Edith’s voice calling him. ‘Billy, we are in here.’ He looked round to see her standing inside the kitchen. ‘You can eat in there if you wish, but why not come and sit with us.’
‘Kitchen or dining room makes no difference, and yes you are right, I am fed up with my own company.’
‘Come along, quickly.’ Then, under her breath, she added, ‘Oh dear, at this rate it’ll be midnight before I’ve cleared up.’
‘Yes, miss,’
Billy said under his breath, but glancing at the suppressed smile on Ruth’s face, he saw the funny side.
Three plates containing steaming hot food were placed on the table.
‘Mum makes the best shepherd’s pie ever, Billy. Try it and see.’ She gave him a pleasant smile, helping him to feel more at ease.
‘It looks like one my mother used to make,’ he told her trying to be complimentary. ‘And it tastes as good.’
‘Praise indeed,’ Edith replied.
He enjoyed his meal, finishing every last bit.
‘Really nice – if I was a kid I’d want to lick the plate.’ He grinned.
The two women giggled.
‘Hope you’ve room for dessert? It’s apple pie, I made it this afternoon.’
‘That’s one of my favourites too,’ Billy remarked.
Ruth got up from her seat and piled up the dirty plates to take into the kitchen.
Once the meal was over he sighed, and said, ‘Delicious. I couldn’t eat another mouthful I’m so full.’
Edith looked pleased, saying, ‘Glad you like my cooking.’
‘Oh, I do. After living on my own, it’s a pleasant surprise to be served with such great food.’
‘Have you no family at all, Billy?’ Edith asked.
‘My parents both died years ago,’ he replied evasively. Then changing the subject, he said, ‘I got made redundant from my last job, a few weeks ago, so I’m on unpaid holiday until I can find another one.’
‘What did you do?’ Edith asked.
He hesitated for a second before answering as the conversation was becoming too invasive. ‘I was an English Teacher in a Sixth Form College and when two colleges merged, there was a surplus of teachers. And that’s all there was to it,’ he said, hoping this would stop their prying.
It didn’t.
‘So where are you from?’ Edith asked.
‘I come from Dexford in the midlands, but I lived in Edgincombe, a long way from here,’ he replied, and continued, ‘I walked along the seafront earlier and around Trowmoor, and it’s so good to breathe in fresh clean air after all the foul air of an industrialised town; makes a welcome change.’
‘What about other family members; wife or children?’ Ruth asked.
‘Ruth, please, no need to be so nosey. You shouldn’t be asking personal questions like that,’ Edith berated her daughter, causing Billy to smile.
‘I don’t mind; I’ve got nothing to hide,’ he lied, not wanting them to know all his business yet. ‘I no longer have any family. My wife divorced me twelve months ago and we didn’t have any children. That’s why it was easy to get away and make a fresh start.’
‘It takes a lot of courage to come all this way on your own. I can’t imagine it was easy,’ Edith said.
‘No, it wasn’t, but I had no choice. So how about you two?’ Billy asked, still irritated by the constant questioning. He wouldn’t give two complete strangers his life story. And he too could play that game, so he asked, ‘How long have you been running this guest house?’
‘Mum’s been here almost ten years, but I’ve only been helping for the past two since Dad left.’
‘Oh yes?’ Billy said, all ears.
‘Another woman, the rat,’ Ruth hissed. ‘Leaving Mum to run this place on her own. I had to give up my job as a nurse to help her. Didn’t want to at first, but I’m glad I did now – you meet such interesting people.’
‘I bet you do.’ Billy smiled. ‘But it must be hard work.’
‘It’s long days, seven days a week, but I don’t mind. I’m hoping to take over one day, when Mum’s in her dotage and unable to carry on with it,’ Ruth joked.
‘Hey, enough of this old age rubbish – I’ll be around for a good while yet,’ Edith said. ‘I’m still years away from my free bus pass, I’ll have you know.’
They all laughed at this.
Billy stretched his legs and yawned.
‘Well, ladies, once again, thank you both for the wonderful meal. If this is what your meals are like, I’d reckon you must have guests banging on your door.’
‘Nice of you to say so.’ Edith smiled.
‘Anyway, I’ll have to love you and leave you. After all that good food I need to rest, it’s made me tired.’ He got up and returned to his room.
Lying down on his bed he felt much better, thanks to those two downstairs. They seemed genuine if rather inquisitive.
Billy spent the rest of the night in the attic, watching television and occasionally taking time to stand and peer out of the window to observe the stunning views. Up here he felt as free as a bird.
Then, hearing footfall on the landing, he wondered whether Ruth or Edith might be coming up to see if he was settling in. He was glad when they didn’t: he wanted a bit of peace and quiet.
<><><>
The next morning he was down for breakfast on time. Ruth turned towards the door when he entered the kitchen.
‘Hallo, had a good night?’
‘Yes, I slept well, thank you. Is breakfast in here?’ he asked.
‘Yes. I did wonder though whether you eat breakfast. A lot of our guests don’t bother.’
‘I’m not one of them. I normally wake up hungry.’
‘In that case would you like a full English breakfast?’
He nodded. ‘Yes please! While I’ve been living alone I’ve made do with cereal and toast. That’ll make a nice change.’
Within fifteen minutes he was tucking into his breakfast, which could have replaced his midday meal, prompting him to comment, ‘If I stay here much longer, I’ll get middle-age spread.’
She started to laugh, and then joked, ‘Don’t be silly, you might spread a little but you’re not old enough to be middle-aged.’
He laughed along with her, and as she left the room, he noticed what an attractive girl she was, not only her face … but her figure too.
<><><>
A week later Billy felt relaxed and had settled in at Fair View. And had it not been for the amount of money his room cost, Billy may have opted to stay on longer than the planned three months. But with Job Seekers Allowance as his only income, his outgoings were eating away at the cash he had from the sale of the flat.
Today, with an interview for a part-time job in the offing at a local supermarket, his mood was buoyant. Now, satisfied he looked presentable he rushed downstairs, but on reaching the front door the sound of a wolf whistle made him to turn to see Ruth standing at the other end of the hall.
‘Good heavens! You meeting the Queen?’ she teased.
‘You don’t think I’ve overdone it, do you? God, it’s taken me ages to make up my mind what to wear.’ Then laughing, he added, ‘I must be losing my marbles to be this tense.’
‘Honestly, you look fine. What time’s the interview?’
‘Eleven-thirty. I had planned to go to the pub when I come out, but I did wonder about going there first for a spot of Dutch courage.’
‘Not a good idea.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Anyway, you won’t have time, if you don’t hurry up you’ll be late!’
<><><>
By midday, interview over, he ended up in the pub as planned, mulling over everything he’d been told about the job he’d applied for. The human resources
officer would get back to him, if he’d been successful, he was told.
As he walked along the high street looking for a place to cross, he spotted Ruth. Was he mistaken? No, it was her, it was her gear – the hooded raincoat almost foxed him, but no doubt about it. She waved, dashed over the road to within a few feet of where he stood, and handed over a shopping bag.
‘Would you mind carrying this for me, it’s killing my arm,’ she said.
He grabbed the handle. ‘What on earth have you got in here? It weighs a ton.’
‘Just a few groceries. We usually buy in bulk and have them delivered but these are what we don’t use very often.’
‘Can’t wait to see what your mum’s going to cook me next.’
‘I’ll leave Mum to surprise you,’ Ruth said.
‘Have you time for a drink? I feel the need to wind down after the interview I’ve just had.’
‘Oh, err …’Ruth said, looking at her watch. ‘Just a quick one, cos Mum will wonder where I am.’
‘Okay, there’s a pub just around the corner I noticed on the way to my interview. The Golden Lion?’
‘Oh yes, been in there quite a few times. Nice atmosphere and the food is good too.’
‘You fancy a bite to eat as well?’
‘Better not, Mum will have kittens if I’m late.’
‘She seems a nice woman, very friendly.’
‘A word of warning, she’s nothing like she seems. This friendly persona is a front for our customers.’
‘Really …’
They went inside the pub and Billy found an empty table. ‘I might get a sandwich, you want one?’
‘No, I’ll have something with Mum when I get back.’
Billy brought the drinks back, a lager for himself and J2O for Ruth.
‘So, you were saying about your Mum …’
‘Oh, just that she isn’t at all what you think.’
‘In what way?’
‘Ever since Dad went off with another woman, she’s become very possessive over me. As soon as I want to do something on my own, she goes off on one. And as for boyfriends, it’s a nightmare. She won’t give them a chance. I’m all she has left, and if I were to fly the nest, she’d be left on her own and she wouldn’t be able to run the business by herself. She threatens all sorts, like killing herself and so on. It’s ruining my life.’
‘She’s using what’s called emotional blackmail.’
‘I know, she makes me feel guilty and sorry for her at the same time. After Dad left she had a breakdown of sorts. I had to look after her for months and the guest house almost had to shut down until I left my job as a nurse and helped her run the place.’
‘Wow, that’s amazing. I can only admire you for what you’ve done and had to endure. You’re some lady.’
‘I wouldn’t call myself that. If you could see how I’m crying inside, you’d have a shock.’
‘Maybe, maybe not. I’ve had a few traumatic times myself, so I can relate to what you’re talking about.’
She smiled. ‘I’m sorry, I never asked you about your job interview.’
‘Oh, it went all right. It’s only stacking shelves to start with, but hopefully I’ll get it and be back on my feet again.’
‘That’s good news. Listen, Billy, I’ll have to get back. Whenever I’m late she gets in such a way.’
‘I haven’t had my sandwich yet,’ he protested.
‘Might be better if we go back separately as well.’
‘Okay …’ he said hesitantly.
‘Thanks for listening. You’ve made me feel a lot better getting that off my chest.’
‘Well, I had to do a lot of listening as a teacher when the kids had problems,’ he said, remembering Sarah when he first met her.
She got up from her seat.
‘Just hang on for a minute, let me ask about my sandwich and I’ll walk with you.’
‘But what if she sees us together?’
‘We’ll face it. Come on, you can’t tell me she’s that bad. She’s been really nice to me, and I’m only a tenant after all.’
‘You’d be surprised. All right, have it your own way. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’
A waitress came walking towards him with his sausage sandwich on a plate.
‘Thanks,’ he said to the waitress, aware Ruth was looking impatient. ‘All right, let’s go, shall we?’
‘Hurry up then.’
‘Sure you won’t have one of these?’
‘Go on then, I’m quite partial to them, I have to admit.’
‘So how come you never got hitched then?’
‘Never met the right fella. Been close a couple of times, but it didn’t work out.’
‘Before or after your dad left?’
‘Before. Since then I’ve not had much of a social life. It’s a seven day a week job.’
‘You have some days off, holidays etc.’
‘In the autumn and winter she lets me have a day off here and there.’
‘Hey, why not ask her for a day off when you get back? You only have a few guests right now and I don’t need much looking after. We could go out together, what do you think?’
‘I’d love to, but if she finds out it’s with you, she’ll say no.’
‘Don’t tell her then. Just say it’s a night out with a few old school friends.’
Ruth thought about it for a moment. A flicker of a smile came on her lips. ‘It might just work if we leave and come back separately. When?’
‘Friday night suit you?’
‘Yes, that would be great.’
‘You can show me all the best bars and night clubs in the area.’
‘There aren’t that many, maybe one or two might suit you.’
They were just nearing the guest house. Edith was doing a spot of gardening.
Ruth moved a little away from him, and said, ‘Hey, Mum, look who I bumped into on the way back.’
Edith turned, wiping her sweat smeared face. ‘I hope you enjoyed yourself, wherever you’ve been.’
‘We’ve only been for a quick drink in the Golden Lion, Mum.’
‘Good for you, but I need you here to help me. There’s so much to do, Ruth.’
Billy continued his steady pace towards the house; for once this wasn’t his argument.
The atmosphere at supper was stilted too. Edith’s reluctance to speak to her daughter caused him to ask, when they grabbed a moment alone, ‘God, Ruth. What got her goat? Never dreamed she was that kind of woman.’
Raising her eyebrows, she answered, ‘I told you what it would be. She likes to get her own way, but she forgets most girls of my age are married.’
Billy didn’t answer; there were two sides to the coin where Ruth was concerned. Maybe she’d given her mother cause for alarm on other occasions. Best not to take sides while he stayed with them.
On Thursday after dinner, Ruth managed to grab his attention while her mother was on the phone to someone wanting a room.
‘She’s let me have the afternoon off, Billy,’ she whispered in his ear.
‘Oh great, nice one. Why just the afternoon?’
‘She wants all the rooms cleaned in the morning.’
‘Oh ... Right. Well, that’s better than nothing. We’ll have plenty of time to go somewhere and then out on the night.’
‘Yeah, hopefully.’ She smiled.
‘By the way, I got that job. I start in a couple of weeks.’
‘Good for you, Billy.’
‘It’s a start. Will you tell your mum I’m off to my room watch a bit of TV?’
She nodded with a grin.
On Friday morning at breakfast, Billy had just started on his egg and bacon when Edith looked up at him.
‘Have you anything planned for today, Billy?’
‘As a matter of fact, I have. Now I’ve got a job, I’ve started looking for a flat. And I’ve got three viewings today, one this morning and another two this afternoon. If I like one, I’ll probably put an offer in and then it’ll only be a matter of a few weeks and I’ll be out of your hair. And tonight, I’m off out for a drink and then a club. I met some guys at my interview. They invited me out.’
‘Oh, I am pleased for you, Billy. Glad to see you’re getting back on your feet again after that messy divorce. We’ll miss him, won’t we, Ruth?’
‘Certainly will.’
‘Ruth’s got the afternoon off and is out with a couple of old school friends, first shopping and then a night out.’
‘Oh, great. Hope you have a nice time, Ruth.’
‘Thanks, I intend to.’
What Billy had told Edith about viewing flats was true except they were all in the morning. After that he planned to take Ruth to nearby Broomdale, a large resort which had a modern shopping centre.
At one o’clock Billy sat in the town’s main car park waiting for Ruth to come. She arrived bang on time and knocked on the window. He’d been dozing.
‘You haven’t been that busy, have you?’
‘Eh, no. Just resting my eyes,’ he said as he opened the car door for her. ‘You got away then?’ He took hold of her hand.
‘Yes, just about.’
‘I’m so glad you did. Shall we go then?’
They drove off.
‘So how did you get on with your flat hunting?’
‘All right, I’ve put an offer in for one of them and my offer has been accepted already. I put a deposit down too, so as long as the sellers don’t change their mind, it’s sorted.’
‘Oh good.’
‘But it will be a few weeks yet.’
‘It may be for the best.’
‘She won’t be able to stop us seeing each other then.’
‘I know. I might stand a chance.’
‘Anyway, let’s forget about Edith and try and enjoy our date.’
They had a meal at a posh restaurant, then spent the afternoon browsing clothes shops and then Ruth went back home for a few hours. Around eight o’clock she arrived back at the Golden Lion pub car park where Billy was waiting for her. She looked stunning in a blue sequined dress, hair brushed back and wearing high heels.
‘Wow, you look nice,’ he said, giving her a peck on the lips.
‘Thanks, you don’t look too bad yourself.’
‘Shall we have a couple of drinks before we go to that club?’
‘Yes, why not.’
They sat down having ordered the drinks at the bar.
‘Have you got to be in by a certain time? Has Edith given you any instructions?’
‘No, I have my own key, would you believe.’
‘I’m surprised she hasn’t insisted on being your chaperone, just to make sure you’re going out with your old schoolfriends.’
She laughed. ‘Hopefully she believes me.’
‘Little does she know.’
‘Yeah. I hate doing this but I have no choice.’
‘I had the same situation myself with an old girlfriend some time ago. And when it came out in the open, all hell broke loose. Hope the same doesn’t happen this time.’
‘Sooner or later she has to accept I’m going to live my own life. But that doesn’t make it any easier, does it?’
‘No.’
The time passed quickly, and after returning home, they were off to the night club, Jolly’s. There they danced the night away for two or three hours. Ruth was a good dancer, Billy just about got away with passable, which she teased him about. They drank, but not excessively, and around midnight he told her he needed a rest.
‘Phew, not used to this clubbing lark these days.’
‘Me neither. But I’ve enjoyed being with you, Billy, despite your dodgy dancing.’
‘Wish we could go somewhere quieter. This music is giving me a headache.’
‘Me too. As a matter of fact, I know just the place.’
‘Come on, let’s go.’
He kissed her tenderly and she kissed him back.
When they got outside, she said, ‘Follow me.’
Having walked across the seafront, he guessed she was heading for a secluded dune. But no, leaving the sands behind they took a single-track road. When disused farm buildings were in view, she turned, winked and said, ‘Another few yards and we’re there.’
She dangled some keys in front of him, which puzzled him.
‘What’s all this?’ he asked.
‘You see soon enough,’ she said smiling.
They reached a barn which contained a number of beach huts, several stepladders and abundant tins of paint. She ushered him inside one of the beach huts.
He laughed to himself. What a night.
Once inside, she produced a thick woollen blanket from a cupboard and manoeuvring it into the limited space, she knelt down and pulled him towards her.
<><><>
The next morning he was awake early, having dreamt of what he and Ruth had been up to last night. Such pleasant dreams. He went downstairs and sat at the table yawning.
He heard clattering in the kitchen and was surprised to see Edith coming out towards him in the dining room. She jumped when she saw him sitting there.
‘Hallo, Edith, you look busy. Ruth not up yet?’
‘I’m going to give her a shout in a minute. Any idea when she got back?’
‘Couldn’t say. I got in around two, I think. Why do you ask?
‘It’s the keys, they’re not on the key rack.’
‘What keys?’
‘To the beach hut. It’s in storage.’
He feigned innocence. ‘Edith, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Mm. Were you with my daughter at all yesterday?’
‘No. I wasn’t,’ he replied, hoping his face didn’t give him away.
‘But I thought I saw you come back together. I heard a noise and looked out the window.’
‘I don’t think so. Perhaps she came back with a guy, but it wasn’t me.’
She sighed. Clearly perturbed, she marched off.
At breakfast later she’d lost the bluster of her earlier mood. Nonetheless Billy’s mind was made up, and dressed for the cool weather, he walked to the car.
‘Hey, Billy.’ He turned to see Ruth rushing through the front door. ‘Hang on a bit. We were going for a walk round town today. You hadn’t forgotten, surely?’
‘No, no,’ he lied. ‘We’ll go later.’ He opened the car door, sat in the front seat and wound down the window. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m not so sure it’s a good idea.’
‘But why? After yesterday …’
‘That’s it – after yesterday.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Your mother is suspicious. She wanted to know if I’d been with you yesterday and kept on about the keys to the beach hut.’
‘Oh that, don’t let her bother you. She’s just fishing for information but can’t prove a thing.’
‘At your age I’d have thought she’d want you to meet someone. She said she saw us coming back together. I had to deny it.’
Piqued, her face flushed, and she said, ‘But we did come back together. If she saw us, she would have come downstairs and she didn’t. She just said that to get you to admit it.’
‘It never works sneaking around behind someone’s back. We should be open about it. I don’t mean about last night, but about the fact we’re seeing each other.’
‘Yes, but she won’t be happy. You know what she’s like.’
‘I gathered it was something like that from her attitude. I haven’t done anything wrong, have I?’
‘The only thing you’ve done wrong is to take an interest in me.’ Then she asked, ‘So where you off to?’
‘Into town to the estate agents. See if I can get things moving quicker, I can’t live here forever the way things are.’ He watched sadness creep into her eyes, and to lighten the mood, added, ‘I’ll never feel comfortable with her around. When I move into the flat, you can come to me and there’s not a thing she can do about it.’
‘Mm, I suppose it makes sense.’
‘It’s the only way, Ruth. And my money won’t last forever either. I need this job in the supermarket.’
She leaned into the car and kissed him. ‘I do wish she wouldn’t be like this. She’s spoiling it for herself as well as us.’
‘Ruth, while I’m in town I might pop in to see Geoff Taylor, the human resources bod at the supermarket. Maybe he’ll let me start earlier.’
‘Okay.’
‘And that’s not all. I intend winning your mother over … with my irresistible charm.’
‘Mm, good idea, but that’s not going to be easy.’
‘Anyway, I must go, so I’ll see you later.’ He drove off giving Ruth a wave.




CHAPTER 26

From the outset he’d known Ruth liked him, and he liked her a lot too. They got on well and were close in age. And had a lot in common like music, reading and going out. The one stumbling block was Edith. Though she didn’t appear to dislike him, if she knew what he’d been up to with her daughter, she wouldn’t approve. He sympathised with Edith’s plight, he’d been on his own a few times himself. But she had it in her power to change her own situation. Billy needed to get Ruth away from her mother. If he could succeed in that, they might stand a chance. But it was a big ‘if’. That’s why he had to get out of there as soon as he could. As he approached the town he shook his head. I have to remain focused,
he thought.
He parked on the empty car park to the side of the supermarket, and got out to walk to the estate agents office in the centre of the High Street. When he went inside, he made straight for reception.
‘Hi, there, my name’s Ian Jenkins, I’m a property negotiator here.’ Billy shook his proffered hand. ‘Looking for anything in particular, or do you just want to browse?
‘Err, well, I’m buying a flat via yourselves and I wondered if there’s any way we can speed things up. I’m staying at a guest house right now and it’s costing me a fortune.’
‘Okay, I need to take some details, sir. Can I have your name and address and the property you’re buying?’
Billy gave Ian the information he required.
‘I’ll be paying cash for the flat, I can’t see what the hold-up is.’
Ian found the file and stood reading it for a few minutes.
‘Well, everything seems to be in order. The matter is now in the hands of the vendor’s solicitor and your solicitor. Have you spoken to your own solicitor?’
‘No, I haven’t.’
‘I’ll ring the vendor’s solicitor for you and you could do the same for yours. But you know what solicitors are like – everything is done at a snail’s pace. I’d estimate it will be at least four weeks before you can move in.’
‘I can’t wait that long. I need to be out as soon as possible because of a problem with the guest house I’m staying at.’
‘I see. Tell me, would you consider a bedsit as a stop-gap? One came in only a week ago. Obviously, it’s only one bedroom but it may be just what you need.’ He took a large ring binder from a shelf. ‘I’ve got a rough draft of the details here. We don’t print them properly until everything’s been checked. But you’re welcome to have a look. And it’s got to be cheaper than your guest house.’
As Billy read the draft details, the ever-pushy agent suggested, ‘Tell you what: I can run you over there when Joyce, our receptionist, comes in shortly. What do you think?’
‘I can’t afford to be choosey, so yes, I’d like to have a look.’
Billy watched as the agent breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe he’d be lucky for once in his life.
<><><>
By early evening, lying on his bed waiting for the main meal, he reflected on the day’s events. The bedsit was better than he’d imagined, a bit rundown but that was to be expected. The agent hinted the owner may be willing to rent out the room at a discount so long as he didn’t disclose that it would only be for a few weeks. Although keen, Billy wanted to think about it overnight.
He looked at his watch – ten to six – and he crept down to the hallway, keeping an eye open for Ruth. The sitting room door opened.
‘Psst … Come here a minute.’
‘Where have you been? I’ve been up to your room twice to see how you’d got on,’ whispered Ruth.
‘Got a lot to tell you, but we haven’t time now, and anyway’ – he nodded towards the kitchen – ‘walls have ears, as they say.’ He laughed at his own joke.
‘Oh, okay. I’ll see you later.’
‘Ruth,’ came her mother’s voice. ‘I haven’t heard the gong. What you up to?’
Edith was standing hands on hips in the kitchen doorway. ‘Coming, Mum. Billy was in the hall.’
‘Everything’s ready. It’ll soon be cold at this rate.’ Edith pursed her lips, then added, ‘So less of the whispering.’
Billy didn’t take any notice. With luck he’d be gone within a few days.
<><><>
The next morning, they were back to normal and on speaking terms. When he’d finished his breakfast, Ruth came to sit with him, giving him a warm smile.
‘Doing anything today?’ she said.
‘Haven’t decided yet.’
‘You’ve been here a few weeks, but you’ve probably not seen the best of what the area has to offer. Why don’t I give you a tour?’ Ruth suggested.
‘Ruth, stop pestering the poor man, will you?’ Edith said over her shoulder. ‘He may have his own plans, dear. You wouldn’t want him to go with you out of politeness.’
Ruth pulled a face.
‘Mm, in my day the man did all the running.
Ignoring Edith’s quip, Billy answered, ‘I’d like to get out, and seeing as I don’t know the ins and outs of this area, it’s
the perfect answer.’
‘All right, I don’t suppose it’ll hurt,’ Edith said sulkily, causing Billy to raise an eyebrow. ‘But make sure you don’t neglect your work, Ruth. I’m not getting any younger, and I don’t want you gallivanting off somewhere leaving me in the lurch.’
‘Mum … we’ll be back in plenty of time, I promise.’
‘I’m sure you will.’ Edith left the room.
‘Don’t take too much notice of her,’ Ruth whispered.
Billy laughed, and said bluntly, ‘I’m not.’
They spent an hour in the swimming baths, followed by a snack in the café, then took a walk up the cliffs via a coastal path and over the rugged unspoilt countryside. He felt so relaxed and content in her company. They ended up sitting on a bench, encompassed on three sides by bushes
affording shelter from the wind, and directly in front was a stunning view of the coastline and sea beyond.
‘Isn’t it amazing how you came into my life, Billy, as if it was meant to be?’ Ruth stated as he put his arm around her.
‘Yes, and you’re just what I need right now.’
‘I never seem to meet the right person. And I’m always so busy with the guest house. And Mum doesn’t exactly fall over herself to make any fella I meet welcome.’
‘Well, in some macabre way, I suppose that’s understandable.’ He shrugged his shoulders before adding, ‘You know, to let go … you being the only family she’s got.’
Ruth nodded in agreement. ‘Yes, but one day she’ll have to accept I want to live my own life. I don’t want to be tied to her for ever.’
‘There are times when she appears to like me.’
‘Yes, but that’s for appearances, and the rent.’
‘Well, I won’t be here for long. In a week’s time I’ll be moving into that bedsit, and a few weeks after that, I’ll be in my flat. So, until then, I’ll be on my best behaviour.’
‘I can just see her little eyes lighting up when she finds out. Then she’ll have me to herself again, or so she thinks.’
‘Hope you’ll pop over as much as you can.’
‘Of course. I’ll be sad to see you go but at least in your bedsit we won’t have Mum breathing down our necks.’
He smiled and they kissed.
Eventually, having spent three hours together, they hurried back to the house. Although they weren’t late, there was an uneasiness about Ruth. Nothing was said in Billy’s presence, however, the expression on Edith’s face spoke volumes.
Dinner that evening appeared normal. As Billy sipped his after-meal cup of tea, he caught Edith staring at him. Ruth had left the table to clear up the dirty dishes.
‘How’s the job hunting going, Billy?’ Edith put to him out of the blue.
‘I got that job at the supermarket. I’ll be starting in a couple of weeks.’
‘Oh, really, that’s good news. I imagine you can’t wait to get started.’
‘Yes, it’ll be good to be earning some money again.’
Then she said, ‘I can’t imagine you’ll want to stay here forever – it’ll cost you a small fortune. Stay as long as you want obviously, but it can’t be practical.’
‘As a matter of fact I’ve found a flat and should be moving in in a month or so. In the meantime, I’ll be going into a bedsit next week. The rent is a lot less than here.’
‘Yes, that’s to be expected considering the accommodation will be inferior. It’s a shame you’re leaving. Me and Ruth will miss you. We’ve loved having you here, but obviously all good things have to come to an end.’
‘Yes, very true.’
‘I’m glad in one way because I fear Ruth has taken a liking to you. Now you’re leaving, she’ll be able to get on with her life without getting hurt. I thank you for that. She has commitments to this guest house, and me, especially if she has any aspirations of taking over this place when I retire.’
Flashes of their antics in the barn went through his head. ‘I don’t know about her liking me. I thought she’d just taken pity on me because I’m alone in a strange town. She was just being friendly.’
‘I wouldn’t want you taking advantage.’ Edith raised her hand to prevent him from commenting, and then continued, ‘She is a sensitive young woman and she went through a lot when her dad left.’
‘Don’t worry, Edith, I would never do anything to encourage her, I can assure you.’
‘That’s good to know. I think she’d find it difficult to handle any emotional upset.’
‘I’ll try to keep her at arm’s length, Edith, I promise.’
He watched as she physically sighed with sheer relief. ‘Would you, Mr Price? I’d be so grateful.’
He left the table and went back to his room. Lying on his bed, his hands behind his head, he mulled over the situation. The bedsit was his best option right now, then they would be able to see each other without hindrance. He could see a new life for himself on the horizon. Surely nothing could go wrong this time.
He spent the rest of the night watching television, but skipped breakfast, slipping out midmorning. At dinner, however, Ruth served the evening meal, but with Edith purposely bobbing about, they were unable to speak to each other.
<><><>
For the next couple of days Billy didn’t see much of Ruth. Edith had obviously kept her busy and he went out, feeling fed up of staring at four walls. Evenings were spent out as well and he would be glad when next Monday came around and he could move out. On the Wednesday, Ruth managed to slip him a little note, discreetly dropping it into his lap. Nervously Billy pocketed it to read later back in his room. The note read: Meet me in the Rose and Crown at nine o’clock tonight.
Billy spotted her trim figure as he drove into the pub car park. Heavily made up, hair pinned back and wearing tight jeans and a silk blouse, she looked stunning. Seeing her close up took his breath away. How would he keep his hands off her?
‘Billy!’ she exclaimed, her eyes bright.
‘Wow, Ruth, you look great. And your hair really suits you.’
‘I did it myself after tea. I’m supposed to be out with a friend tonight.’ She smiled. ‘Let’s go around the back, we can sit out in the conservatory, it’s cold out here – fetch me a drink, will you?’
In the warmth of the conservatory, drinks on the table in front of them, Billy took her hand. ‘So, how are we going to handle things?’ he asked her, taking a sip of his beer.
‘What do you mean?’
He hesitated, wanting her to comment further. Eventually, however, after a notable silence, he said, ‘Look your mother is making it difficult. But surely you guessed that.’
‘I did. We have a few more guests too and she’s keeping me on my feet. I don’t know why she’s trying to stop me talking to you, I mean, you’re leaving very soon anyway.’
‘She’s under the misconception that if she keeps us apart you won’t be hurt when I leave.’
‘Little does she know.’
‘But the more she tries to split us up, the more it’ll bring us together.’
‘Yes, that’s true.’
‘I’d love you to come over to see me. It’s not a bad room, double bed, telly,
wardrobes, quite spacious actually.’
‘I will. If I can get away.’
‘She can’t make you work all the time. You have to have a break sometime.’
‘Yes, usually after seven, once dinner’s finished. That’s when I’ll come.’
‘Good, I’ll look forward to that. When I move into my flat it will be even better. As long as you do your job, she can’t say anything. And what you do in your own time is none of her business. I wonder why she can’t hire someone to help out? Or maybe get another man, she’s not that old.’
‘She’s been off men ever since Dad left.’
‘Well, that’s her problem. What she does with the rest of her life is her choice.’ When Ruth didn’t comment, he added sternly. ‘But she’s openly interfering in your life … and mine too, come to think of it.’
‘I know, and I can’t let her win this time … but she’s my mother and she’s on her own. I find it hard to go against her, once she starts.’
‘Look, Ruth, don’t throw your life away on account of her. I’ve had enough moving around to last a lifetime. I like living in this area and things are coming together for me. The flat purchase completes in three or four weeks and next week I’ll be starting work at the supermarket.’
But Ruth didn’t answer directly, then grabbing his hand and squeezing it tightly, she said, ‘You do understand the hold she has over me and how it plays on my conscience.’
‘Mm, but there is a way out for you now – with me.’
Ruth continued, ‘I need you to help me, be by my side when I leave.’
‘Of course, I’ll be your side and support you any way I can.’
Looking deep into his eyes, she said, ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’
‘You’d find someone else.’
She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so, Billy.’
After a couple more drinks, they left the pub but Ruth wouldn’t let them return together.
He stopped the car a few streets away from the guest house. ‘Better go in separately, I suppose. I hate this cloak and dagger stuff but if it keeps the peace.’
‘I’m sorry about this, Billy. I hate all this bad feeling with Mum. I can’t see any reason for her not to like you.’
‘Not to worry. Actually, she’s been okay with me. It’s the old story of nobody’s good enough for my daughter,’
‘Maybe. But I’m old enough to make my own choices.’ Ruth looked at her watch. ‘Better be off then.’
‘Yeah, and then I’ll drive around for half an hour or so. That way she won’t know we’ve been out together. Think she’s gone to bed yet?’
‘No, she’ll wait until I’m safely tucked in bed.’
‘Why don’t you come to my room afterwards. We can watch TV together.’
‘That’ll be nice. Best make sure Mum’s asleep first.’
‘Of course. See you later then.’
They kissed and she got out. He waved, looking forward to having her company later on.
Later, lying in bed unable to sleep, he pondered what difficulties other couples faced in relationships. He’d certainly had problems of one sort or another every time he got close to anyone. On the brighter side, however, very soon he’d be out of here and moving to a bedsit without complications. A job awaited him, too, and in three weeks a place of his own. He smiled to himself; what had been advertised as ‘A Career in Retailing’ boiled down to meaning an all-encompassing role of ‘jack of all trades’ – starting with stacking shelves but at least there’d be a pay packet at the end of each month.
The television was on, but at a low volume, as he sat on the bed wondering if Ruth was coming or not. At some point he must have dropped off but was roused by the squeak of the door hinge. Clad only in his boxers and tee-shirt, he went to her. She wore a shaggy dressing gown, shivering as he hugged her close.
‘I didn’t think you’d come,’ he said.
‘Well, I’m here now. Cold isn’t it?’
‘I’ll soon make you warm,’ he smiled.
They snuggled up together and kissed.
Lost in a world of their own, and having no account of time, they were brought back to stark reality when the light was switched on.
‘What the hell’s all this?’ Edith shouted.
‘Oh my God!’ Ruth gasped moving away from Billy.
‘It’s none of your bloody business,’ Billy answered.
‘How dare you?’ Edith said. ‘Out, out. Get out of my house and never come back. I don’t want to see your face again. You philanderer!’
‘Hey, hey, hang on a minute.’ He got off the bed. ‘This is my room. I’ve paid rent for it, so I’m entitled to have who I like in here and you can’t stop me.’
‘You seem to forget this is my house. I decide what happens between its four walls.’ She pulled the sleeve of his tee-shirt. ‘Leave, or I’ll call the police, and have you evicted forcibly … for inappropriate behaviour.’
‘Now you look here. Nothing that has happened here could be called inappropriate.’ He pointed to the bed. ‘Your daughter came up here of her own free will.’ He wrenched his arm free and, in his anger, pushed Edith away from him. She staggered backwards, fell to the floor and hit her head. Ruth rushed to her mum’s aid and helped her to her feet.
‘Mum, are you all right?’
Edith hands were shaking. She touched the back of her head and cringed in pain.
‘Billy, what on earth do you think you’re doing? Pushing Mum like that?’ Her eyes looked like they were burning.
‘You saw what happened. She started it. Pulling me by the arm. No wonder I reacted.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t believe this. You know very well what she’s capable of, you’ve said so yourself. Why don’t you stand up for yourself, for once in your life?’ But his words fell on deaf ears.
‘Mum, speak to me.’
‘My head hurts. I need to sit down … Please make him go, or call the police.’
‘Billy, you heard her. Leave now. How could you do that to a poor defenceless woman? You’re not the man I thought you were.’ Totally thrown by her words, his head spinning, strange feelings of yore returned.
‘Have you gone totally off your rocker? It was an accident. I thought –’ But he didn’t get to finish his sentence.
Ruth angrily cut in. ‘You thought wrong. Have you no consideration for anyone but yourself?’
He didn’t answer, just looked around in a daze, picked up his shoes from under the bed, but instead of gathering the rest of his things together, he tossed one of the shoes at the lamp on the bedside table, causing it to spark and crash to the floor, then the other he aimed at the washbasin in the corner of the room.
‘I should have known this would happen. When it comes to it, you women, you’re all the same.’
‘It seems that you’re showing your true colours too!’ Ruth snapped. ‘How many times do we have to tell you, get your things and go?’
‘You fool. You’ll never be rid of her,’ he said, pointing at Edith. ‘You do know that?’
‘I don’t care. Leave … or I will call the police.’
‘Bollocks!’ Billy shouted.
‘You’ve had a narrow escape, Ruth. He’s violent and foulmouthed.’ Edith looked like she was about to faint. Ruth helped her to a chair by the bed.
‘You don’t care whose life you ruin just as long as you’re all right,’ Billy said, seething. Then picking up what was left of the lamp, he snatched the cord from the wall, and walked towards the two cowering women. He saw his whole future disappearing once more.
He threw the lamp onto the bed.
‘Come on, Mum, let’s get you out of here.’
Tentatively, they moved towards the open door in the attic.
‘That’s it, run away like everyone else,’ he said, and put his head in his hands.
They were gone, and Billy felt inconsolable. ‘I can’t believe this. What have I done?’ he shouted.
As he stood there, he heard the word ‘police’ mentioned more than once. He kept shaking his head, wondering how all his hopes had come to this. Somewhere in his brain, a little voice told him he had to make a run for it, quickly.
He got dressed and hurriedly threw the rest of his belongings into his suitcase, then he rushed to the door, but as he went down the steps, he slipped and fell down onto the landing. Having released his suitcase, it opened spilling all the contents on the floor. He’d twisted his ankle which hurt like hell. But first things first, he thought, gathering his clothing and putting it back into his case. He had trouble locking it, swore under his breath before finally managing it. Then with suitcase under his arm, he limped down the stairs, his face creased up in agony. Now, desperate to get out before the police got there, he tried to run but couldn’t.
<><><>
As he got to the hallway, almost in unison, the back and front doors burst open. In blind panic, he looked back and forward to see policemen coming towards him in both directions. There was no escape.
He fell to the floor whining like a demented soul. Then, roughly, he was pulled up and cuffed amid comments of, ‘I’m afraid it’s the cells for you now.’
Billy struggled to get free. But it was one heartbreak too many, and in his present confused state he knew there would be no way back, no moving on to better things as he’d tried so many times before. And as they led him out to the police car, he experienced a feeling of emptiness, a void inside, unable to contemplate his future.




EPILOGUE

How long he’d been there he didn’t know. But from the calendar to the side of the door, he saw it was 24 February. Spring was in the air.
His memory of the arrival was sketchy, except for the rough treatment and brute force used on him. Maybe this was his sixth or seventh month in jail, he wasn’t sure.
Through the barred windows, he saw the trees coming into bud. Over the last few days, his head had become clearer; now he felt trapped. But there would be an end to this, if he just did what he was told.
The gong sounded: dinner time. As usual, the inmates traipsed past the doorway as if by automation, en route to the dining room. He got up from the chair by his bed and tagged on to the end of queue. How had he ended up here with these deadbeats? Slow, slow, even slower, barely picking up their feet, trudging along the corridor, no doubt drugged up to the eyeballs, as he was too for the first few weeks. Since then he’d become wise to them and had been a model prisoner.
Before long, he’d be out. Freedom of a sort; to do what? Make a new life for himself, they said. They’d give him money, a place to live, and the chance of a job. So, he played ball, and they left him alone.
Eventually, they let him out early because of good behaviour. He still had visions of Edith and what happened to her afterwards. She’d suffered a blood clot on the brain and had almost died. She’d had surgery but would never work again. He regretted his actions but had now paid his debt to society.
For four weeks he was integrated back into society. He moved into a modest two bedroomed flat and started work as a postman. But he had something on his mind, something he had to do.
First, he bought a car. A Sunday night would be perfect. His arrival in the early hours went unnoticed. He parked a little distance away from where they lived and sat in wait.
Before him was the house where he once lived with Sarah; an old pre-war three-bedroom semi, now with a bedraggled lawn in front. It had been let go.
Strange how she used to compliment him in the early days about how he took pride in the place, inside and out. Even after all this time he couldn’t come to terms with where they’d gone wrong.
As he glanced out of the window of his car, he saw the front door was the same, apart from its bright red paint. He should leave but his compulsion was so strong he froze to the spot.
He looked at his watch: seven-thirty. They’d come out soon. He longed to see how much the children had grown.
An old Vauxhall was parked outside, Ryan’s no doubt. Did he still work at the supermarket?
The door opened and there they were. Ryan, chewing gum, with his balding head and gold earring. Sarah, stunning, her blond hair short, a little thinner perhaps. Then the two kids, Alice now six, the spitting image of her mother, growing so tall. And Aaron, with his cheeky laugh, running to the car.
This tugged on his heartstrings, and a tear slipped down his right cheek.
They all bundled in and drove off.
The house would be empty, and he felt the need to try something. Adrenaline surged through his body. Before long he couldn’t stop himself.
He got out and walked over to the door. The key he’d kept ever since he’d moved out fitted perfectly. He slipped inside.
The hall contained the same grey carpet as before, the wallpaper still the same anaglypta, painted light blue.
In the living room stood the same brown leather settee bought years ago. The blue-patterned carpet remained, along with the cream and pink flowered wallpaper separated with a dado rail.
His favourite armchair stood beside the log-effect fire. He sat down and thought back to the good times they’d enjoyed together.
On the mantelpiece were pictures of the children. Alice with that lovely smile of hers. He remembered Alice’s high-pitched giggles at Aaron’s ridiculous attempts at playing hide and seek. Oh, how he missed them.
Those two kids had meant everything to him and he was heartbroken to lose them. He’d love to tell them the truth but that would never happen.
Sarah took everything he had. But what did he do to her? Nothing. Perhaps he wasn’t the best husband in the world, but he tried to be. He’d have died for her, yet she stabbed him in the back.
He wondered when it started, but that didn’t matter now. If it hadn’t been Ryan, she would have found someone else. He should have seen this coming from the start.
Sarah was the only woman he ever wanted, but he lost her to that bully. Other factors such as his mum, dad and Katie dying, then his uncle dead, too, and his aunt moving hundreds of miles away from him hadn’t helped. Yet Sarah had loved him once, but once wasn’t forever.
He forgave her – but after they split up he was never the same again.
He ventured upstairs to their rooms, traipsing onto the landing, first to the bathroom to see towels strewn everywhere. The bath and sink were filthy as was the toilet.
Next, he entered Aaron’s room, with its Spider-Man bedcover, and posters of footballers all over the wall. Then to Alice’s. A proper little girl’s room with lots of Barbie dolls, teddy bears and a pony castle. It was tidy. Perhaps she took after him for that. Tears came into his eyes as he remembered all the good times they’d spent together.
In the main bedroom, clothes and underwear lay on the floor, toiletries on the windowsill. How could she leave him for this with Ryan? But they seemed in love and happy in their squalor.
When he came out, something dawned on him. The cupboard under the stairs. He remembered what she used to keep on the top shelf. And wondered if it was still there. So, he walked downstairs and opened the cupboard door. The inside was untidy, full of coats and bags and shoes. Magazines and newspapers were stacked up high and then, looking up, he noticed a box. And reached up to bring it down. Put it on the table in the hall and took off the lid. To his astonishment he found six files, which surprised him because when he’d lived there, there were only two. He opened them one by one, to find they were manuscripts, four of which he’d never seen before. In the bottom were a wad of photos; of him and her and Alice and Aaron before they broke up.
His heart soared. Unbelievable that Sarah should keep all these photographs, and these completed novels were even more astonishing. It seemed she’d started to write again. How on earth had she found the time?
He wanted to read them, but it was impossible. Instead he picked up a pen and wrote an inscription in each of them: Bravo, keep up the good work, ten out of ten. B.
What would she think when she saw this? Hopefully, it would give her the courage to take her writing one step further. That was all he hoped for now so that he could finally be at peace with the world.
THE END
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Driven by ruthless ambition and a passion for cooking almost as strong as his passion for women, he became a chef. But he wanted more.
Diane, a girl he met at a nightclub, seemed the answer to his prayers. Her parents had money he sorely needed. But he didn’t account for Madge, her mum. No one was good enough for her beautiful little girl. And she would stop at nothing to get rid of him. How could he win her over? And how far would he go to satisfy his ambition and greed?
A tale of love, loss, lust, about what people will do to satisfy their needs, and how it can make or break them.
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AUTHOR INTERVIEW.

***Tell us something about yourself. (Where are you from, what do you do to pay the bills, significant relationships, as little or as much as you want).
I come from the UK, and live in the outskirts of Birmingham which is the second city.  I worked in banking for one of the big four banks, and retired three years ago after 42 years. I have been married to my wife for thirty-nine years. I have one daughter, and two grandchildren aged 7 years and 3 years respectively.
***At what point did you know you wanted to be a writer? (When did you write your first story, for example?)
I have always had a great love of reading from a very early age, and was brought up on authors like Wilbur Smith, Alistair MacLean, and Graham Greene. It wasn’t until my twenties that I got interested in writing myself, and began to pen books late at night and early morning in longhand. I finished at least a dozen, without really thinking about trying to get published or editing them, and it wasn’t until the last five years that I decided to do something about it.
Tell us about your writing process.
I don’t really plan a book as such, although I do have a brief outline in my head. When I begin the story just comes out of me and onto the paper. First I type it onto my computer, then once that’s finished I go through it several times for grammar typos and plot. Then my wife and I go through it together ironing out any faults we see. After that it goes to an editor for development edit, copy-edit and finally it’s proofread.
What is your favorite genre … to read … to write?
My favourite genre is Mystery/Suspense/Thriller for both reading and writing. But I will read anything so long as it doesn’t have graphic violence or sex. I don’t like writing series, as I’d find myself getting bored with the characters. I try to write something different, like the story of a rape victim from her point of view, and about a missing boy, from the perspective of the parents.
What are you passionate about?
Obviously I am very passionate about reading and writing, my family, music
What is something you cannot live without?
My computer which I use to write. It is so much easier to make alterations and get the ebook looking good. I would be lost without it, as I live and breathe writing each day
When you are not writing, what do you do?
I spend a lot of time with my grandchildren who I adore, I listen to music, folk rock such as Fleet Foxes, First Aid Kit and so on. And I love dogs, I have a border collie who is adorable.
Have you written any books that made a transformative effect on you? If so, in what way?
Yes, AGAINST MR WILL has had a profound effect on me. The trauma women and girls suffer due to this dreadful crime, and then afterwards the humiliation of facing your attacker at a trial. These women must be so brave to relive their ordeal again in front of all those people.
Where do you get the inspiration for your novels?
I get my inspiration from people around me, films, other books, and I find I get a lot of my ideas while taking the dog for long walks.
What sort of research do you do for your novels?
Obviously there is a need to get my facts right, so I google anything I’m not sure of, and there are always libraries.
If someone who hasn’t read any of your novels asked you to describe your writing, what would you say?
I’d classify my books mystery suspense novels that build up to a breath taking climax, and have lots of twists and turns along the way.
Do you have a special place where you write?
I always write in my living room, preferably with music in the background on my own without any distractions.
Do you find yourself returning to any recurring themes within your writing and, if so, are you any closer to finding an answer?
There is no particular recurring theme, except that I am on the side of people fighting against adversity, of them winning against the strong and evil.
Are you a plot driven or character driven writer? Why?
I am more plot driven, as the story is everything, and the characters are just instruments in that story.
Do you write from an outline or are you a discovery writer?  Why?
I am a discovery writer, as planning is too restrictive. I never know what is going to happen until I write it on the paper.
What point of view do you prefer to write, and why?
I usual write from one or two points of view, third person, but I like to experiment, and am currently writing from first person and quite like that too, as it allows you to get into the head of the main character.
Do you head-hop?
I would never do it, but I have read some authors that do, and it does seem to work. However I prefer to sit on the fence at the moment.
***I’m going to drop you in a remote Alaska cabin for a month. It’s summer so you don’t have worry about freezing to death. I’ll supply the food and the mosquito spray. What do you do while you’re there and what do you bring with you? If you’re bringing books, what are they?
It would have to be a notebook, my computer and any number of books by Stephen King who is the master.
***Talk about your books individually.
Against Her Will is about a beautiful young woman who is savagely raped, and her struggle to overcome this terrible act. She descends on a downward spiral that ends up with attempting suicide, and she is sectioned by her parents in a Mental hospital. Here her recovery is slow, and when she makes another suicide attempt she is saved by a male nurse, who eventually she befriends. However the nurse may not be all he seems, and she
finds herself in great danger.
Missing – Dead or Alive is about a middle class family whose fourteen year old apparently model son goes missing.  The family are baffled and distraught. A police investigation reveals Tim wasn’t quite the son they thought he was. Frantic attempts to find him fail, and when their quest becomes an obsession this causes problems between them. But they never give up, and are determined to find him DEAD OR ALIVE, even though it may cost them dear.
A Dangerous Secret is about a middle-aged man who finds out from his mother on her death bed that has been adopted. The story follows his search for his elusive real parents. What he finds out is both shocking and dangerous and could cost him his life.
Was it your intention to write a story with a message or a moral?
Yes. I wanted to show my reader that rape is a terrible crime, and how it affects women for the rest of their lives. My message is that no man should be allowed to get away with this, and they should be punished severely and made to realise what their actions have caused.
With the second book I wanted to show how anyone’s son could turn out good or bad despite their upbringing. And that there is something within them that makes them how they are.
***What do you want readers to think or feel after reading one of your books?
I want them to enjoy the books and want to read more. I hope they will understand what I’m trying to say, and that we all human and as such we all make mistakes. Some we learn from, some we don’t.
For self-published authors
*** What influenced your decision to self-publish?
Really I was getting nowhere with traditional publishing. The odds for getting published are probably 1000 to one. KDP has changed the ball game. Anyone can publish a book, and if it is good, and they are prepared to put in a lot of hard work in promoting etc, you can be successful. The odds are still against you, but at least you can get a book out there, which was never the case with traditional publishing.
If you have experience with both traditional and indie publishing, compare the two.
The only experience of traditional publishing is hundreds of rejection slips. Indie publishing is daunting too. You are on your own, you have to do everything yourself, and that is a difficult learning curve. You need help, the book must be edited and proofread, but who do you choose. A cover must be done. Promotion must be done, or no one will know your book is out there. A lot of this is trial and error, and it will take years for you to get anywhere.
There are people believe that traditional publishing is on the ropes, that self-publishing is the future. Do you agree? Why?
I wouldn’t say traditional publishing is on the ropes, but self-publishing is definitely a threat. But the big guys still have a lot of clout, and can charge whatever they like for a book. They can spend a lot of money on effective promotion for their authors. But at least now a lot of the small guys stand a chance. Most will fall by the wayside, but some will make it. There are a lot of talented writers out there, who but for KDP would never have made it into print.
***What do you find to be the greatest advantage of self-publishing?
Having control over your own book.
***Conversely, what do you think self-published authors might be missing out on?
Help and expert guidance with editing , cover design and promotion
With the number of self-published books increasing by such a huge rate, it is really difficult for authors to make their books stand out. How do you go about this?
Relentless promotion on social media such as Twitter, Facebook, Linked in and Good Reads. Once the book can get in the rankings of 5000 or above people will see it.
Who designed your book cover/s?
Cover Collection. They have hundreds of covers, all at a very reasonable price.
***Do you believe that self-published authors can produce books as high-quality as the traditional published? If so, how do you think we should go about that?
Yes, I do. But experience is everything. You learn such a lot along the way, and you have to be persistent to succeed. And never put your book out unless you are 100 percent happy with every aspect of it.
Do you belong to a writer’s cooperative? Describe your experience with that.
No, and have no experience of one.
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